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MAX SCHELER AND THE FAITH 1
The philosopher and the poet are
alike in this: both have to do with
the wonderful.
-St. Thomas, In I Metaph, 3, 55.

ILOSOPHY must be queen or slave; she is queen over
science when she is handmaid to faith, but when she has
the audacity to pose as mistress to faith, she must become
slave to science; this is the thesis of Max Scheler in his essay
On the Nature of Philosophy. Philosophy lifts the spirit to
touch the realm of being; it attempts to pierce the veil that
hides the deepest in things, and leads to a loving participation
in their essence by the way of knowledge. Philosophy is knowing and the philosopher a knower, Scheler writes, but to say,
1 This essay is a chapter of a book on certain aspects of the philosophical and
:religious thought of some contemporary philosophers of Jewish origin, which will
be published by Devin-Adair under the title of "Walls Are Crumbling."
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as is the vogue, that its dealings are merely with the knowledge
of things and that their essence is none of its concern, rests on
no intellectual ground. It is pride, he asserts, which makes a
philosopher maintain that philosophy can never lead into the
precmcts of essence, for he fears that there he would have to
recognize that the nature of the Prime Being may demand
another, and a more adequate, way of participation than
knowledge. Indeed, it might happen that the strict consequence of his philosophical thinking enjoins upon him a free
subordination to this higher way; he may even be bidden to
bring himself, with his inquiring reason, a willing sacrifice to
this fuller but non-philosophical sharing which the Prime Being,
by its very nature, might claim. Only pride can say that, no
matter what this nature may prove to be, it will refuse this
sacrifice; only prejudice can assert that all being has the character but of an object, and that knowledge alone can partake
of it. 2
True, for Aristotle God was the " Thought of Thought," and
the philosopher therefore the perfect man, his path the highest
of human existence. But Christ came, and no longer could God,
the Prime Being, be seen as a mere object of thought, for He
acts, He loves, His Being is creative and merciful goodness.
Hence acting with Him, loving 'with Him, became the gate to
participation in the Prime Being, and philosophy, loyal to
logic, rejoiced to minister to faith in Christ, in whom this participation was perfect, was union. The sage had· to move to
second place, below the saint, and the philosopher to subject
himself to the lover of God. Over and above its ancient dignity
as queen of science, philosophy gained a dignity far more
excellent, that of willing handmaid to the Saviour, a blessed
handmaid, for " blessed are the poor in spirit." 3
But today philosophy is no longer seated thus between faith
and science, Having broken this true relationship, it has set
•" Vom Wesen der Philosophie und der moralischen Bedingung des philosophischen
Erkennens," Vom Ewig~m im Menschen (8rd ed.; Berlin; Der Neue Geist Verlag,
1988)' pp. 66-79.
• Ibid., p. 74-77; Matt. V, 8.
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itself above religious truth only to bow low before scientific
hypotheses. This reversal, an instance of a general overturn
of values, Scheler calls the "revolt of the slaves in the intellectual realm." It seems a paradox that when philosophy
limited itself it was unlimited; now that it admits no confines,
it has no territory of its own. When it was preamble to faith,
it knew it could penetrate to the roots of being, but now that it
is subservient to one or the other science-geometry, physics,
psychology-there is nothing it is sure of seeing. This is as it
must be, says Scheler, for truth is such that it' falls prey to the
darkness within man unless it humbles itself before the Primal
Light. 4
In philosophy Plato saw moving the wings of the soul,
Scheler recalls, the soaring upward of the whole of the human
person. To the great philosophers of antiquity, philosophy was
a lifting of the spirit, implying a moral approach: the conquest
of merely practical-that is, ultimately, selfish-attention to
the world. Scheler's view is close to this when he says that it
is always our willing and doing which underlie our mistaken
values; that it is always, somehow, wrong practice which drags
down our consciousness of values and their ranks to its own
leveL We must learn to will and to do what is good, more or
less blindly, before we can see the good and will and do it with
insight. 5
It is characteristic of man's natural view that he takes his
little world for all the world, his immediate milieu for the
universe. This milieu may be the particular surroundings
an individual, of his race, of his people, or the general surroundings of natural man as part of his species. That his mind may
rise above them and participate in being as it is in itself, says
Scheler, the philosopher must relinquish, in principle, all that
is merely relative to life or to himself as a living creature. Only
by forsaking his milieu, the tangibles and intangibles of every~
day, can he :reach philosophy's true domaino Scheler insists
that there can be no philosophical knowledge without love,
• Ibid., pp. 78-79.

" Ibid., pp. 66, 88-89.
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humility, and self-mastery. The love of the whole spiritual
person for the Absolute Value, the. Absolute Being, breaks
through the shell of his surroundings. The humiliation of his
natural ego leads man from accidentals to the whatness of the
world. His mastery of the many impulses that go hand-in-hand
with his sense-perception looses the fetters of his concupiscence
and leads him from mere opinion towards an adequate
knowledge:6
Scheler's insistence that the purity, measure, strength, and
growth of our philosophical knowledge are tied to virtue, that
the theoretical and moral worlds are essentially and eternally
knit together/ continues the line of Christian philosophy. St.
Thomas indicts pride as a hindrance to knowledge, for the man
who delights in his own excellence soon tires of the excellence
of truth. 8 And St. Augustine, though speaking of religious
knowledge, says that those who do not seek truth with all
their hearts can not find it, but that from its lovers it can not
hide. They must heed: " Ask and it shall be given you, seek
and you shall find, knock and it shall be opened to you," and:
"Nothing is covered that shall not be revealed"; in all this
quest, it is love that asks, love that seeks, love that knocks, love
that unveils the eyes, and love it is that gives perseverance in
the truth. 9 Again he says: "Let love be in you, and the fullness of knowledge must follow." 10
I
Much of Scheler's work shows the love for the Absolute and
the humility before the objective world which he demands. His
was an unusual mind, to which all things spoke; so awake was it
that every and any circumstance served and stimulated his
thought. He was a philosopher not only in the study or the
classroom but at all times; every remark of his, whether in the
• Ibid., pp. 102-108.
"Ibid., pp. 99, 108.
8 Summa Theol., II-II, q. 162, a. 3 ad l.
9 De Mor. Eccl. Cath. XVII, 31 (PL 82: 1824). Cf. Matt. vii, 7; x, 26.
' 0 In Ps. LXXIX, 2 (PL 36 : 1022).
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coffee shop or at a ball, in the theater or on the street, bore a
philosophical note, betraying a genius that went directly to the
uniqueness of every situation and lifted out its general
significance.11
Socrates called himself a" gadfly" and a" midwife"; Scheler,
to describe his way of thinking and of presenting his thought,
called himself a puppeteer. He had his philosophical equipment
-the world and his· head~always with him, as a strolling
player his cabinet. The vagrant mummer needs no preparation,
no atmosphere, none of the appurtenances of the big theater,
nor did Scheler require any special setting; given an ear, he
became creative and set his ideas dancing. He might be seated
with a companion, his head canted to the side, watching on the
unfolded stage of his spirit the drama of the world. He looked
aslant at his puppets' play, which was his own, and always with
half an eye for the listener--or better, the spectator. And again
and again, by an interjected Wie? or Nicht wahr? he assured
himself of his companion's attention and of the effect of his
play. It was truly magic; in an instant he could transform his
surroundings and fill the room with his ideas; he made present
the things of which he spoke and visible what is often called
"abstract." What he evoked fr9m the realm of spirit came,
and now and then there gleamed in his eye an unchastened
joy that he was so obeyed.12
However, what made Scheler so powerful also made him vulnerable; his genius was his weakness. His spoken word had
strength and freshness,. the dew of the spirit was on it, but his
written style was often clumsy and overladen, so that he said
of himself: "I have the word, but not the sentence." 13 He was
indeed lavishly gifted; ideas came to him without labor, flaming
in his mind like lightning, and it was this immense fecundity
that persuaded him to neglect, even to disdain, intellectual toil.
He would not spend the effort to verify his sources, to sift and
11 Dietrich von Hildebrand, " Max Scheler als Persoenlichkeit," Zeitliches im
Lichte des Ewigen (Regensburg: Josef Habbel, 1932), pp. 368-369.
12 Ernst Kamnitzer, Erinnerung an Max Scheler (unpublished memoir).
18 Ibid.
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weigh his thoughts, to examine and test them oil every side,
but rather moved on to new problems. For instance, some of
his intuitions on love were profound, but his presentation is
never complete, never rounded, giving always only one aspect,
almost to the exclusion of others. He showed little care for
his sources; quoting, for example, the words of St. Paul: " Beggars enriching many, paupers possessing all things," 14 he attributes them to St. Francis of Assisi.15 He had also little concern
for the consistency of his own thought. In his Formalism in
Ethics he says: " Knowingly to will evil as evil is entirely
possible," and adds that he does not " subscribe to the saying of
Thomas Aquinas, ' We will all things under an aspect of good '
(Omnia volumus sub specie boni) ." 16 (The pairing of these
two sentences ·suggests that Scheler did not fully understand
this principle; indeed, not a few of his objections to St. Thomas
are based on misunderstanding.) Some years later, however,_
in an essay On the Task of German Catholics after the War
he said, and without accounting for his change of mind: " Evil
is but a consequence of a free act of the will performed sub
specie boni." 17
Here is another example of his inaccuracy. In Sympathy, its
Essence and Forms he writes: " St. Francis was a swom enemy
of Scholasticism and its doctrine of the aristocratic-hierarchic .
order of being." 18 Nearly every word in this sentence is wrong.
St. Francis' awe for wisdom found expression in his child-like
reverence for the written word. Whenever on the road he found
a scrap of writing, he picked it from the dust and preserved it
with care. Once when he was told, partly in jest, that a paper
he had thus saved wasfrom a pagan author, he replied that it
"2 Cor. vi, 10.
15 Der Formalismus in der Ethik und die materiale Wertethik (2nd ed.; Halle a.
d. 8.: Max Niemeyer, 1921), p. 278.
18 Ibid., p. 608.
17 " Soziologische-Neuorientierung und die Aufgabe der deutschen Katholishen
nach dem Krieg," Schriften zur Soziologie und W eltanschauungalehre, III/I (Leipzig: Der Neue Geist Verlag, 1924), p. 204.
18 W eaen und Formen der Sympathie (2nd ed.; Bonn:
Friedrich Cohen, 1928),
p. 106.
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mattered not, for all words, of pagans or of others, stemmed
from God's wisdom and spoke of God, from whom are all good
things" It was his very love of wisdom that made St. Francis
abhor learning for its own sake and the universities of his time
as seats of haughtiness and error.19 This hostility to learning
as a ware Scheler distorts into enmity to Scholasticism, to
which alone he ascribes a doctrine held in the Church long
before Scholasticism was born. Moreover, the context of
Scheler's remark seems to indicate that he had in mind Aristotelean thought, which, at the time of St" Francis, had not
become part of Scholastic philosophy"
Many a page and many a thought of Scheler are marred by
such deficiencies. His want of discipline is all the more startling
in its contrast with the virtues he knew necessary for the
philosophical act. This discrepancy was rooted in an inner
disharmony, a discord not to be understood save through the
reverence every soul merits" He saw, and saw again, and saw
anew, where others passed blindly; inundated with impressions, he was always tempted to trust them too far, to surrender
to them, and it was often their novelty that appealed to him,
who in a way stayed always a child. His relationship with the
world remained too much one of wonder; it was essentially
knowing, learning it. But infinitely more is asked of us-to rest
and persevere in the known, to be permeated by truth and given
to it lovingly, to mortify ourselves for its sake, to conform our
wills and adjust our lives to the light we see. All this was
difficult fo:r Scheler, for in his early youth he had been indescribably spoiled; he had, as he said himself, never learned to
wilL Dietrich von Hildebrand, long a friend of Scheler, applies
to him Lessing's word, so telling of modern unrest: If God
were to offer him eternal and absolute Truth in one hand, or the
everlasting desire for it in the other, he would grasp desire and
say, Truth is for Thee alone. Scheler's philosophy at its best
totally disavows this choice, and yet, deplorably, it .does corre10 Father Cuthbert, 0. S. F. C., Life of St. Francis of Assisi (London:
Longmans,
Green and Co., 191~), pp. ~94, 154.
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spond to a trait of his character, a deep restlessness which
darkened his life. 20
Max Scheler was born in Munich on August 22, 1874, the son
of a Jewish mother and a Gentile father, who, for the sake of
marriage, had adopted Judaism. Thus Scheler was born a Jew,
but he grew up with no religious formation. His first acquaintance with the spiritual world was through the Catholic maids
who served in his home, but it was not until, at the Gymnasium,
he met the priest who taught religion, that it gripped his
interest. In him he met a world different from the pagan which
surrounded him, the world of the Absolute. 1n his priestly
character, his dedication to God, Scheler must have glimpsed,
as through an opening door, the world of grace and divined the
phenomenon of holiness, of which in later years he was to speak
so strongly. And he must also ·have sensed the motherly arms
of the Church, her peace, to which he turned at the age of
about fourteen. After completing his work in the Humanities
at the Gymnasium, he studied in Berlin, where Dilthey, Stumpf,
and Simmel set the intellectual tone; from there he went to
Heidelberg and later to Jena to study under Eucken, and
stayed on as a University lecturer. In 1907 he returned to
Munich to teach at the University, where the most significant
period of his life was to begin. His constant intellectual communion with the "Munich School "-the followers of Lipps
who had attached themselves to Husserl-and later in Goettingen with Husser! himself inspired him to truly productive
work and encouraged him, by temperament a teacher, to
write and to make his great and specific contribution to the
history of thought.
From the time he left the Gymnasium until· his transfer to
the University of Munich, Scheler's life had been under a dark
shadow, which seems never to have been entirely lifted from
him. He entered a civil marriage with a ·woman, divorced and
much older than he, who tried, first to dominate, then to ruin
him. But back in Munich he freed himself from this bond,
•o Von Hildebrand, "Max Schelers Stellung zur katholischen Gedankenwelt,"
op. cit., p. 86i.

MAX SCHELER AND THE FAITH

148

which brought him pain and unhappiness from the first moment.
A few years later he was to say: The more guilt grows, the
more is it hidden from the guilty; but the more humility increases, the more visible becomes even the smallest trespass. 21
This had been his own experience. Having broken the chain of
sin, his remorse grew; stronger became his sorrow for having
forfeited the life of grace and greater his longing to regain the
mercy. of God. In these years, he often visited the Benedictine
Abbey in Beuron, which he had known while he was still at
Jena, to breathe its peace, and it was there, in 1916, that
Scheler returned to the faith of his boyhood. "I have made
my confession; I have come back to the bosom of the Church,"
he rejoiced. "I am infinitely happy, and I know I owe this to
the Blessed Virgin.'' Maerit Furtwaengler, whom he had married a few years before and whose love had borne him, followed
him into the Church. Though his dl;!sire to be a full member
of the Church was at that time genuine, nonetheless he was
never more than an enthusiastic and admiring onlooker, to
whom the sacramental order, for instance, was an object of
the greatest philosophical intere&t, but nothing he could live
for long. With his heart remaining restless and divided, he
embodied the ill of modern man. And yet it was Scheleranother sign of the contradiction he was-who was the relentless critic of modern man, who " groaning, walks beneath a
burden of his own manufacture, his mechanisms; his limbs
heavy and only the earth before his eyes, he has forgotten his
God and his world.'' 22
Unsparingly Scheler castigates him who, having lost the great
confidence in being which is part of his wholeness, is by creed
a skeptic, meeting the world with a priori distrust. He is without boldness and generosity, he makes achievement and usefulness the measure of persons and things and never ending
activity disguises the void of his soul, he replaces love of
creation and joy in its riches with anxiety to defeat it as his
"Reue und Wiedergeburt," Vom Ewigen im Menschen, p. 40.
"Versuche einer Philosophie des Lebens," Vom Umsturz deT Werle (2nd ed.;
Leipzig: Der Neue Geist Verlag, 1928), Vol. II, p. 190.
21

02
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enemy. While the integral man looks at the objective world
with undisturbed and love-led devotion, knowing that the
human mind, created by God, the fount of wisdom, can grasp
the essence of things, modern man doubts the powers of his
mind as a matter of principle; driven by a deep-seated hostility to the world, he considers it a terrible " mush," out of
which his activity must make sense. He uses it for purposes
of his own and determines it quantitatively, never ceasing to
comP.are and striving to surpass. For all that his thinking
seems so complex, he has in truth relapsed into the primitive.
Never before have his motives been so infantile; the biggest,
the fastest, the newest, the most powerful, are his ideals. These
are the things a child enjoys: the giant in the fairy tale, the
spinning top, shoes shining and conspicuously new, the drum
that beats the loudest; and these are also the things the crowd
seeks after, for it is a bigger child. With modern man allowing
the crowd to shape his soul, the end is a state in which all
copy all. 23
Alive to man's integral and rich humanity, Scheler was enraged by the caricature of him that had been rising on the
historical scene since the end of the thirteenth century. At
times Scheler's speech had a passion almost prophetic, and had
he been true to his insight, he would have earned the title
" prophet against the times." Every Christian has a prophetic
vocation, he said, but the prediction of the true prophet is not
absolute, because he will not lose sight of man's freedom. True,
he cries: I foresee judgment; come it must, save you repent and
turn to God, and He in His mercy turn His judgment from you.
The prophet cries out, but it is the historic reality that preaches.
In the blood and misery of the times, he hears the warning voice
of God, and refuses to predict ease, to hold out dazzling visions
of paradise. He is perforce a prophet of grief, of doom, but not
of despair. Time and again the prophets of the Old Covenant
spoke of a remnant to be spared, from which would spring new
••" Die christliche Liebesidee und die gegenwaertige Welt," Vom Ewigen im
Menschen, pp. 180-181; "Der Bourgeois," Vom Umaturz der Werte, Vol. II, pp.
271, 276.
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life, and this promise of a remnant is rekindled whenever the
days of a culture grow short. So St. Benedict, when Christian
life was imperiled by the great city, went from Rome to
Subiaco; while outside ancient culture was being ground under
foot, he preserved within his monasteries its noble fragments,
together with the ideal of Christian perfection.25 In his best
years it was Scheler's desire-indeed, it was his calling, though
fulfilled but in part-to undeceive modern man, who thinks he
has fared well in this world; to show that the day of wrath is
upon him unless he change heart; and implicitly, to call on the
remnant to carry the true values over the abyss into which man
is about to throw himself.

IT
Strange to say, for his dissection of the modem ethos in his
essay on The Role of Ressentiment in Moral Systems 26 Scheler
uses the blade Nietzsche forged: his emphasis on ressentiment,
which Scheler defines as a self-poisoning of the soul caused by
systematic repression, as opposed to moral conquest, of hostile
emotions like hate, spite, envy, jealousy and revenge, and leading to a more or less permanent deformation of the sense of
values. Only there, says Scheler, will ressentiment grow where
aviolent emotion goes hand-in-hand with a feeling of impotence,
deriving from some physical or spiritual weakness, or from fear
of those against whom the emotion is directed. It springs up
most readily, therefore, in those in subordinate or inferior
positions, in those who are dependent, who are ruled, who serve.
A virus malignant and most contagious, it may, however, spread
widely and infect many others.27 But we must add that every
man, dependent on God, is tempted to kick against the goad of
His authority and is thus open to the bitterness of ressentiment.
If, says Scheler, the resentful man is unable to lift his oppres•• " Prophetischer oder marxistischer Sozialismus? " Schriften zur Soziologie und
Weltanschauungslehre, III/2, pp. 17-18, 28-24.
28 1912, revised 1915.
••" Das Ressentiment im Aufbau der Moralen," Vom Umsturz der Werte, Vol.
I, pp. 51-62, 55-66.
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sive feeling of inferiority by action, he seeks another outlet for
his painful tension in falsehood. He drags down the values that
depress him in others, or else blinds himself to them; furthermore-and this, Scheler points out, is the main work of ressentiment-he either falsifies values as such or pretends they
are illusory, for if their validity or existence be denied, there
can remain no high qualities to depress him. Or he may come
to say that the good is that which he wants, the offspring of
desire. The depreciation of values to the level of one's desires
or abilities is by no means the normal fulfillment of the sense
of values; it is, on the contrary, the chief cause of moral blindness, deception, and illusion. The possibility of resignationthat a man, having lost the power to obtain a good, can yet
acknowledge its worth, proves the sense of value independent
of ability or desire. 28
"There is no refuge from another's excellence save love,"
Scheler quotes Goethe, 29 and takes care to state that it would be
utter folly to think that in a given situation an individual is
forced to succumb to ressentiment, a phenomenon which cannot be understood without understanding the process of :repression. For, as Scheler might have said, the further the soul
departs from the realm of the spirit, which is the realm of freedom, the more subject it is to laws approaching the purely
biological. Strongly felt weakness, depression engendered by
impotence, anxiety, and intimidation: these are the repressive
forces which make the hostile emotions shun the clear light of
day. Having first inhibited their expression, fear and frailty
push the emotions from the conscious plane into darkness, so
that the individual or group stirred by them is no longer aware
of their secret work. The inhibition finally spreads so far that
the impulse of hate, envy or revenge is crushed the moment it
wishes to arrive at our inner perception. On the other hand, the
store of buried emotions draws each fresh emotion, incorporat28 Ibid., pp. 70-74.
•• Wahlverwandschaften, ll, 5.
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ing it into its mass, so that each repression eases the way for
the next and speeds the whole process. 30
In this process of repression, the image of the original object
of hostility is, as it were, blotted out. I may hate someone, and
know the reason very well: the act that harmed, or the feature
that pains me. In the measure that I repress my hate-which
is, of course, something totally different from overcoming it by
moral energy, in which case my hate and its object are both
fully present to my mind and any hostile emotion is checked by
virtue of a clear ethical judgment-it detaches itself more and
more from its specific ground, and in the end from the person
hated. It aims :first at any of his qualities and actions, perhaps
at his way of walking or laughing, or his taste in music, at anything which expresses his personality, and further, at people,
even at things and situations, associated with him. Finally, the
impulse may break away altogether from the person who hurt
or oppressed me, and become a negative attitude towards
certain qualities, no matter who bears them, or where or when,
and whether he treats me well or ilL Thus I may come to hate
a whole group or class or nation. I may even come to hate or
torment mysel£. 31
Having thus examined the phenomenon of ressentiment,
Scheler asks what it can contribute to the understanding of
value-judgments, whether those of individuals or of periods, and
towards the understanding of entire moral systems. It is
evident in itself, he says, that from it there can never spring
genuine judgments, but only false and deceived, for true morality rests on an eternal hierarchy of values. There is an ordre
du coeur (Pascal) which moral genius uncovers in the course of
time piece by piece; its grasp and gain are historic, but never
the order of moral values itself. Far from being the source of
value, ressentiment is that of revolt, of the overthrow of the
eternal order in man's mind. Nietzsche himself, the skeptic and
30 " Das Ressentiment im Aufbau der Moralen," Vom Umsturz der Werte, Vol. I,
pp. 88-89.
81 Ibid., pp. 89-9!i<l.
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relativist in ethics, implied as much, Scheler asserts, when he
sppke of falsification of the tables of value through ressentiment,
for falsified tables presuppose true ones.32
With this we return to Nietzsche, who declared ressentiment
to be at the root of Christianity, which he denounced as the
"revolt of the slaves in morals." The Jews, he said, sought
revenge on their enemies by overthrowing the " aristocratic "
_morality, the prerogatives of the "fair" and noble, the strong
and aggressive, and exalting in their place the poor and lowly
as the good, the mournful and suffering as the blessed. With a
contempt that was the cover of his own anxiety, he wrote:
"This Jesus of Nazareth, the incarnate gospel of love, this
'Redeemer' bringing salvation and victory to the poor, the
sick, the sinful," was Israel's most sublime revenge-it repudiated him before all the world and nailed him to the cross, "so
that all the world, that is, all the enemies of Israel, could nibble without suspicion at this very bait." 33 Scheler repelled
Nietzsche's assault on the Gospel; at the same time he saw that
in pointing to ressentiment as the root of a moral system,
Nietzsche had made a veritable discovery. His error was in
thinking that it was Christian ethics, whereas it was bourgeois
morality, which had grown fr,om it.34
Scheler proves him wrong by contrasting Christian love,
which Nietzsche called " the triumphant crown of the tree of
Jewish revenge and hate," 35 with the love of the Greeks, who
were to him superior beings, overflowing with gratitude towards
life.8il For all ancient thinkers and poets, love was a movement
of the lower to the higher; in it the imperfect tended to the

•• ibid., pp. 98-94.
88 Friedrich Nietzsche, The Genealogy of Morals, I, 7, 8, 10.
••" Das Ressentiment im Aufbau der Moralen," V om Umsturz der W erte, Vol.
I, pp. 106-107. Cf. Yves de Montcheuil, S.J., "Le Ressentiment dans la Vie Morale
et Religieuse d'apres Max Scheler," M elangu Theologiques (Paris: Aubier, 1946),
pp. 187-~~fi; J. M. Oesterreicher, "Ressentiment, Christianity and the Modem
Mind," to be published in the Centennial Volume of Manhattanville College of the
Sacred Heart, New York.
•• Nietzsche, op. cit., I, 8.
•• Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil, m, 49.
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perfect, the unformed to the formed; in it appearance moved to
·essence, unknowing to knowing, poverty to possession. Between each pair it was the mean; 37 it was only a methodos, a
way. Even to Plato it remained always on the sensible plane, a
form of desire, of want or need, alien to perfect Being. For
Aristotle, there was in all things an urge towards the Godht;:ad,
the N ous, the Thinker blissful in himself, who moves the world,
not as one who wills and communicates himself, but rather
draws and lures it, as the beloved moves the lover.38
Christ, however, says Scheler, gives love a course entirely
new. Rather, should we say, He gives love as desire its full
meaning and true goal, but over and above this, He adds to love
a new direction. In and after Him, love reveals itself in the
bending of the noble to the ignoble, the hale to the sick, the
rich to the poor, the fair to the foul, the good and holy to the
evil, the Messias to publicans and sinners. Now it moves
boldly, a challenge to Greek thought, and bends without the
antique fear thereby to lose nobility, but on the contrary,
certain of gaining, in this very losing, the highest: likeness to
God. No longer is God seen only as the goal of all things' desire,
a goal eternally still like a star-He is One who cares; not
merely the Prime Mover, but the Creator who made the world
out of an infinity of goodness; but not merely the idea of the
good nor perfect order-He is Person. What antique man could
not have conceived save as a contradiction in terms, an impudence and sin, is now the joyful message: God is a loving God;
and more unthinkable still: He came down to man as a Servant
and died on the Gross as if He had not served wel1. 39
From that hour, Scheler declares, to say that one should
cherish the good man and despise the bad, love the friend and
hate the foe, is hollow and meaningless; all are worthy, for God's
love makes them so. Love is of all good things the best, not
for what it may achieve but in itself; its achievements are
Symposium, !'<!02-204.
Physics VIII; Metaphysics XU. Scheler, "Das Ressentiment im Aufbau del'
Moralen," Vom Umsturz der Werte, VoL I, pp. 107-110.
89 Scheler, ibid., pp. llO.lU.
37
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merely symbols and proofs of its presence. This also is truly
novel-it is not part of the sense-world. Acts of the senses use
themselves up in reaching their desired, not so love; love waxes
in loving, its deepest reward is in itself and not in what"it wins.40
Its gifts are rich: it helps us discover great things, it makes us
see. with the eyes of God, it gives strength and fervor-its gifts
are many; there is no term to them. Still, love's greatness is not
in them but in itself. Scheler's vision is confirmed by these
words of St. Bernard: " Love is sufficient of itself. Of itself it
pleases and for its own sake. It is itself its own merit and its
own reward. It seeks no motive, no fruit beyond itself. It is
its own fruit, its own enjoyment. I love because I love. I love
in order that I may love." 41
Such is the tremendous change from the Greek concept to the
Christian reality of love, and it was not ressentiment, not the
revenge of the weak on the strong, that caused it; far from it, it
is the mark of a superhuman strength. Scheler distinguishes
true condescension and its counterfeit. In the first, the strong
bends down to the weak because inner wealth urges him; in the
second the hollow man flees his inner dearth. The sources of
true. condescension, he says, are stability, a strong sense of
protection, an unconquerable abundance of life, and hence the
consciousness of being able to spend of one's own. He sees it
as a spontaneous overflowing of strength, accompanied by joy
and peace, for he thinks readiness to love and sacrifice natural
to man, and all egotism, even the urge towards self-preservation, signs of obstructed and weakened life, life being essentially
growth and unfolding and self-preservation a mere epiphenomenon.42 Here as elsewhere, Scheler is like Lot's wife. Led
out of Sodom, she could not tear her thoughts away; about
to be freed, she could not free her heart. Though Scheler's main
thesis is the complete demolition of Nietzsche, still he remained
captivated by him. His Christian here bears the features of a
•• Ibid., pp. 111-118.
41 St. Bernard, Serm. in Cant. LXXXIII, 4 (PL 188 : 1188) .
••" Das Ressentiment im Aufbau der Moralen," Vom Umsturz der Werte, Vol. I,
pp. 118-116.
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god, but the Christian's bending down is more than a spontaneous overflowing of strength; it may spring from a heart once
crushed under a burden of sin or sorrow, for its source is not in
itself but in heaven. The Christian is driven by grace; he dwells,
in the words of Scheler, in the castle of ultimate being, which
Christ called the Kingdom of God, 43 and to abide there he must
die each day; he must be crucified in order to rise, a mystery
and the quintessence of the life of perfection, which Scheler
often tends to forget. What exalts the infused virtue of supernatural love over natural love is that its acts may be summoned
by the will and yet be unforced, that it is given to all who
seek it, can be had for the asking.
If the Christian comes to the aid of the poor, the ailing or
the ugly, it is not, Scheler emphasizes, as Nietzsche might have
thought, from a desire to plunge into the phenomena of poverty,
illness or ugliness, but rather for the sake of what is sane and
sound in the afflicted. That St. Francis kissed the festering
sores or hospitably suffered vermin to remain on his body might,
if viewed from without, appear a perversion. It was nothing of
the kind, no lack of natural sensitivity nor pleasure in the
loathsome. His was a conquest of loathing by the strength of
a fuller life, the entire opposite of the :resentful attitude of
modem " realism " in art and literature, with its ostentatious
preference for the small or its obsessive digging in the sordid.
These artists, says Scheler, see in aU that lives something buglike, while St. Francis saw, even in a bug, the sacredness of
life.44
Love as Jesus meant it, Scheler continues, and sees in it a
mark of true condescension, helps and helps energetically; still
it does not consist in helpfulness-good will and good deeds
are but its fruits, and never can profit be its measure, only the
heart of the one who loves. The world might profit greatly
and yet there be little or no love, and profit little where love is
great. The widow's mite was more in the sight of God, not
because her gift was small, nor because the giver was a widow
•• Cf. ibid., p.

ns.
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and poor, but because her deed betrayed more love. Love is
not one among many forces promoting the welfare of society;
rather is its excellence the wealth it showers on the person who
loves. It is not a means but an end, no philanthropical institute
-what truly matters is not the amount of welfare in the world,
but that there be the maximum of love among men. The rich
young man was bidden to give his goods to the poor, not that
the poor might gain, nor that society might fare better through
a more equitable distribution of property. He was bidden, not
because poverty as such is better than riches, but because the
act of relinquishment, with the inner freedom and fullness of
·Jove it bespeaks, would enoble him and make him infinitely
richer than before.45
The primacy of love pervades also the bond between man
and God, once a contractual, now a filial. The love of God,
says Scheler, ought not rest only on His works, on our gratitude
for what He gives us hour by hour; all these should .but guide
our gaze back to their Author. He ought not be loved for His
heaven and His earth, they should be loved for Him; because
they are the works of a Lover should they be cherished. Antiquity thought the love in the universe limited, and therefore
demanded that it be spent sparingly, on each according to his
desert. But when one knows, as does the Christian, that love,
has its source in God the Infinite, in never ending Bounty, then
it must be lavished on every man, just.and sinner, kinsman and
stranger. Summing up his test of Christian condescension,
Scheler exclaims: " There is in it nothing of ressentiment, only
a blessed courtesy and the power to condescend, flowing from
a superabundance of strength and grandeur." 46
The counterfeit, however, springs from want, and Scheler
rightly calls it a euphemism for flight from self. In true love,
a man turns away from himself in response to a positive value
he has seen, but here the turning away is his original intention.
Love of neighbor becomes a guise for self-hatred. Lest he see
his own wretchedness and have to face all that is within him,
'"Ibid., pp.

120-U~.

•• Ibid., pp. 122-124.
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he devotes himself to something not himself, to another just
because he is another. 47
If one attends to Scheler's remarks, not to the consonance of
words but to their meaning and. atmosphere, one breathes at
once a different air, one enters an entirely different world, on
going from Christian love to modern humanitarianism. The
modem love of man is a concept born of protest and suckled
on polemic. It protests against the love of God, and with it,
against the Christian .oneness and harmony of love of God,
self, and neighbor; it wishes to love, not the divine in man, not
man's full stature in and through Christ, but man only insofar
as he is a member of the species. The mankind it dotes on is
no spiritual whole, embracing also the dead, and ordered according to an aristocracy of personal values; this mankind is merely
a biological phenomenon, something earthly, visible and limited,
living for the moment. Hence the modern love of man is without piety for the dead, without reverence for the men of the
past, aggressive against tradition, and the place of the individual, who alone represents the personal depth of humanity, is
now taken by man as a collective. Characteristically enough,
the Christian word is not love for "mankind"; its cardinal
concept is love of neighbor.48
With the object of love, its essence too has changed. The
modern love, Scheler states, is not an act of the spirit, a movement of the soul, as independent of the. physis as thought, but
a feeling caused by the senses' perceiving in others exterior signs
of pain or joy, and transmitted by " psychic contagion." Prostrate before the idol of ;t mankind happier merely in the world
of the senses, man's entire experience has changed, and thus
philosophical theory has reduced the phenomenon of love more
and more to a mechanics of necessary deceptions. Love is
wrongly held the outcome of sympathy, and sympathy in tum
is traced back to an artificial putting oneself into the state of·
another; to a reproduction of one's own earlier reactions to circumstances now experienced by others; to a being tugged into
.. Ibid., p. U5.

•• Ibid., pp. 150-152.

154

JOHN M. OESTERREICHER

the feeling of another, a kind of hallucination, as if one suffered
within what one saw without; or finally, to the mere psychic
accompaniment of impulses having their origin in man's primitive history. These impulses are said to have become fixed
because of their usefulness to the species, ·so that in the end
sympathy becomes the consequence of a herd-instinct, existing
even in the animal world. The theory of love has thus sunk
gradually from its height; what was once sign and symbol of a
supernatural order, even the stream of power flowing through
the Kingdom of God, has been turned into a refined and intricate development of animal impulse, originating in the sexual
sphere.
The changes of object and essence are by no means all; also
the esteem accorded modern " love " has changed. Its value is
not the salvation it works in the souls of the lover and the
beloved but the furtherance of the " general welfare." However, none of its social implications and effects constitute love's
worth, and in the best world, not general welfare but love
abounds; the greatness of love, say!' Scheler, is not that it may
be useful but that it is blessed/9 The modern notion of general
welfare is something entirely different from the Christian idea
of the common good. Perhaps nowhere is the difference more
striking than in their evaluation of a life dedicated wholly to
the loving praise of God. Whereas the advocates of general welfare consider the cloistered life selfish and unproductive, a complete waste, St. Thomas says that it belongs to the bonum
commune that there are men who give themselves to the life of
contemplation.49"
That ressentiment is the hidden core of humanitarianism is
betrayed by the fact that in spite of its protestations, mankind
is not at all the immediate object of its affection; it is only
played against something else, which is detested. This modern
love is above all repressed rejection of God, a guise at times
even of hatred-a situation masterfully portrayed by Dosto•• Ibid., pp. 158-157..
••• Cf. IV Sent., :xxvi, 1, 2; Summa Tkeol., 11-11, q. 88, a. 8, ad 4.
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yevski in The Brothers Karamazov. What is most revealing, it
often insinuates itself with the plea: There is not enough love
in the world to squander on a being other than man; or with
the exclamation: When every man is fed and clothed, then
will be the time to care for someone else. Its first sentiment is
always unwillingness to bear One who sees all things, rebellion
against God as the source and unity of all values with their
dominion over man, bitterness against the Sovereign Lord; the
" loving " condescension to man it parades is secondary. It
condescends to him only as a being in whose many sufferings
it hopes to find arguments against God's good and wise Government. Even for the unbeliever, all higher values are, through
the power of tradition alone, anchored in the idea of God; hence
his " love " inevitably turns to what is lowest in man, to what
he has in common with the animals.50
The name " altruism " given to the modern substitute for love
is another proof of its resentful center, Scheler proceeds, for
Christian love is devotion, not to the other as other, but to the
person in its spiritual essence, be it the person of the lover or
that of another, which makes it sinful for the Christian to surrender his soul's salvation for another; "Love God, and thy
neighbor as thyself," 51 is his precept. To this, modem man
takes exception; Auguste Comte, the champion of altruism,
accused Christianity of supporting "egoistic impulses" by its
commandment to have heed for one's own salvation, and wished
to substitute for it a new Positivist command to love others
more than oneself.52 But it is hard to understand how the
"other" merits devotion, just because he is another, for if I am
not worthy of love, how should the other be, as if he were not an
" I " to himself and I an " other " to him. 53
Whereas the idea of Christian love is a formative principle
50 "

I, pp.

Das Ressentirnent irn Aufbau der Moralen," Vom Umsturz der Werle, Vol.
16~168.

Cf. Luke x, 27.
52 Auguste Cornte, Catechisme, Conversation 10.
53 " Das Ressentirnent irn Aufbau der Moralen," Vom U1n11.turz der Werte, Vol.
I, pp. 16~168.
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which, little though it claim the advancement of life as its purpose, is nonetheless an expression of " ascending " life, modern
love, says Scheler, the soft undiscriminating sympathy for the
"other" solely because he is an "other" is, on the contrary, a
leveling principle, disintegrating to human life, for all that it
expressly claims the advancement of life as its purpose. In degrading itself to a mere means for general welfare, in insisting
that it has only a technical value, humanitarianism falsifies to
an unprecedented degree the tables of values; it subordinates
the excellence and bliss of love to each and any sensuous pleasure, and that divorced from the person who enjoys it. Hence
the great men, even the holiest figures in history, those who
love the most, in whom is visible the kingdom of God, are no
longer the exalted models by whom mankind orients itself ever
anew, who give it meaning and dignity, but servants to increase
the pleasure of its masses. This, says Scheler, is quite literally
the slave-revolt in morals: the lower values have overthrown
the higher, those that ought to serve have usurped the places
their masters. 54
Having stripped humanitarianism of its pretensions, Scheler
cites some of its consequences, certain characteristic shiftings of
value. His criticism is impulsive, lacking clear distinctions and
moderation,
this is, in brief, what is good in it. There is,
he says, first the rule, so decisive for the bourgeois- ethos, that
moral value belongs only to qualities which the individual man
acquires and to actions he performs through his own strength
and labor. Consequently it recognizes no innate aptitudes to
be of moral worth, nor special gifts of grace such as vocations
or infused virtues, which place one man on a higher level than
another; it knows no original sin, no inherited guilt nor good in
any sense. 55 Ailing from the neglect, even contempt, of the gratuitous and unearned, our time has torn from its heart any
understanding for the things that are given. Two phenomena
so disparate as the Marxist theory that labor alone produces
value and the doctrine of modern Christian sects which divests
Baptism of its sacramental character, so that rebirth IS no
•• Ibid., pp. 168-169.

•• Ibid., pp. 183-185.
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longer something that happens to man but something he
achieves, corroborate Scheler's observation.· They bespeak the
same worship of effort, the same ressentiment against the
bestowed, the communicated, and with it, against rank and
hierarchy.
If intolerance rather than unenvying, ungrudging acceptance
of the more highly gifted becomes the prevailing attitude, if the
gaze at objective values is deflected to the subjective effort
with which they are acquired, then moral value, Scheler points
out, will be accorded only to what everyone can do, and it will
be the lowest common demoninator that is the standard. As
a further consequence, the solidarity of man in guilt and merit
will be denied, and with it that " all sinned in Ad~m " and that
all who have been " buried with Christ " are " ris~n with him," 56
that the merits of the friends of God are shared in the communion of saints, and that the Poor Souls are helped by the suffrages
and works of the living. This denial results from the attitude
which, in a common phrase, says: I don't want charity, or: I
don't accept gifts. This exclusive esteem for the man-made and
the self-acquired leads, according to Scheler, to another principle of modern morality: egalitarianism. Behind the demand
for " equality " there often hides ressentiment which can not
regard superior values cheerfully and would decapitate those
who bear them. 57 Long before SchelE(r, Kierkegaard, in his The
Present Age, pointed at envy as its leveling principle. 58 Indeed,
egalitarianism would more and more eliminate the many differences which give the human world color and zest, which make
up its riches and beauty, though they mean struggle and sorrow as well-till it creates the robot.,.man. Men are not " equal "
before God and His grace, for God does not love all with an
equal affection, but each with an infinite love.
There is another important transposition, that <Jf the useful
and the pleasant. Everything that can truly be called " useful ''
•• Col., ii, 12.,
••" Das Ressentiment im Aufbau de:.: Moralen," Vom Umsturz der Werte, Vol.
I, pp. 185-189, 192-198.
68 Sjllren Kierkegaard, The Present Age, tr. A. Dru (Oxford:
University Press,
1940), pp. 15, 26-47 passim.
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is so, Scheler says, as a means to something pleasant, or, we
should add, something higher than the pleasant. The meaning
of every civilization, insofar as it produces what is practical, is
at least the enjoyment of what is agreeable. The final worth
of useful things depends, in short, on the capacity for enjoyment
on the part of their users; if the work needed to produce them
lessens this capacity, it is not worth the trouble. One can and
ought subordinate enjoyment to higher, above all, to religious
values, but to subordinate it to the useful is an absurdity; it is
to subordinate the end to the means. Yet it has become a rule of
modern morality that useful work is better than the enjoyment
of the pleasant. Again it is ressentiment, against a keener sense
for enjoyment, against a richer life, which drives modern man
so to exalt the functional. A vastly complicated mechanism
is set up for the production of the pleasant, requiring for its
maintenance never-ending toil, but disregarding its final enjoyment. 59 It may be objected that there has been no other age
in which pleasure and enjoyment were so much to the fore, but
reflection on the use to which some modern inventions have
been put proves Scheler right. The automobile, which was to
open the world to man, makes his roads impassable. Radio,
which was to bring recreation into every home, pours out a din
that deafens the ear and deadens the mind. The printing press,
which was to enlighten the many, has blocked their view of the
world, their pursuit of truth, and is now a tool that delivers
them into the hands of the dictator. Such, says Scheler, is the
tendency in modern civilization: to heap up pleasure on pleasure
for the benefit, eventually, of no one. 60 But, to speak in the
words of Pius XII in his Christmas message of 1941: "It would
be a wrong interpretation of what we have said against materialism to deduce a condemnation of technical progress. No, we
do not condemn that which is a gift from God. From the first
days of the creation He has hidden in the bowels of the earth
treasures which the hand of man must draw forth, both for his
needs and for his progress."
59 "
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These are some of the shiftings of value, but modern morality
has not and could not have stopped with these. The common
ground of all modern theories is that values in general and moral
values in particular are subjective, and that apart from man's
consciousness they have neither meaning nor existence. This
denial of objective values has led either to the justification of
complete anarchy in moral judgment, in which nothing is certain, nothing lasting, or to the acceptance of one or the other
surrogate for stable values, of, for instance, a so-called " mind
of the species," which is credited with general validity and
allegedly asserts itself to the individual with a commanding
" thou shalt." 61
The impulse behind this attitude is again ressentiment. A
man oppressed and tormented because he does not measure up
to the objective order of values will, if he gives in to ressentiment, " devaluate " the idea of value itself. He says, as it were,
to those justified by the objective order of values: Your values
matter no more than mine, which are my own creation; yours
are no better; down with them~all values are
The
man who speaks thus began with the intention, natural to every
man, of directing his will to the good, which he deemed, for he
was as yet uncorrupted by the wish to deceive himself, objective
and eternal, independent of human wit and whim. However,
the less successful he is in his pursuit of the good, the more he
tends, if he gives way to envy, to divest good of its property, to
degrade it to the mere mirror of a momentary desire. Driven
by the knowledge
his sinfulness and nothingness, in vengeance against the idea of the good before which he can not
stand, he dynamites the beautifully ordered universe of values,
and says that they are merely relative to man, race, people, etc.
But soon he feels the need of finding norms. For the man of
ressentiment is a weakling, unable to stand alone with his conviction, the complete contrast to the one who pursues an objective good, although he may be alone in seeing it and against
a wodd of resistance. 62
61
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Hence "currency" takes the place of objectivity for the
man of ressentiment in any age and particularly in our own,
when almost everyone breathes in the ressentiment of generations._ The resentful man does not inquire into what is good,
but seeks his support in the question: What do you think?
What do people think? What is public opinion, what the general tendency, what the wave of the future? In what direction
is evolution moving, so that I may align myself with the current? It is strange indeed: what no single person is able to see
is suddenly seen by all; by heaping zero insights on one another,
there is achieved a positive insight; what could never be good
of itself becomes good because yesterday it was the accepted
thing or because it is the wave leading to tomorrow. What the
herd thinks, or the class, or the age, takes the place of objective good; what, at any given moment, is generally held,
must substitute for truth.68

III
The shifting of values is the work of man, but not the values
themselves and their order. There is, says Scheler, in his Ordo
Amoris a world as ~;~pacious, mighty, rich, and harmonious as
that of suns and stars, the world of values, which is the most
fundamental sphere of reality, and which would continue if
man ceased to be, as would: two times two is four. It is fully
independent of man, but it is given to him; his heart is a replica,
an ordered likeness of the cosmos of goods worthy of love. Our
age has come to look on the heart as mute and subjective, without meaning or direction, a chaos of blind sentiments, but this
is a consequence of generations who elected to be slovenly in
matters of feeling, who lacked seriousness about what is profound. " Le coeur a ses raisons," Scheler quotes Pascal; the
heart has sure and evident insights not known to reason; it owns
a logic in its own right, and laws are inscribed in it-the Nomos
Agraphos, the unwritten law of the ancients-which derive
from the plan by which God built the world.64
•• Ibid., p. 197.
••" Ordo Amoris," Schriften aus dem NachJass (Berlin: Der Neue Geist Verlag,
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It is not man's preference but God's All-Love that creates
what is worthy of love in things; the task assigned to man is to
acknowledge their objective challenge, to surrender to the hierarchy of values, through which God's sovereignty speaks. Our
inclinations and disinclinations may be in harmony or discord
with this hierarchy, one with or divorced from the love with
which He loved the universe before He created it and maintains
it every instant. It is our perfection to love things, as far as
this is possible to man, in the order God loves them, and to
know that in our act of love, divine and human love coincide.
When, therefore, a man overthrows this order of values, be it
in thought or deed, he overthrows, at least intentionally, the
divine order, and in overturning it, the world as an object of his
knowledge, as a field of will and work, tumbles after.65
The scale of worth exists in itself, but it speaks to man and he
is ordered to it; who has the ordo amoris of a man has the man.
It bespeaks him as the crystalline formula tells the secret of the
crystal. It makes him transparent, so that his soul can be read,
as far as a soul can be; so that its simple lines can be seen
through all exterior manifoldness and intricacy. The ordo
amoris of a man is the hidden source which feeds the rivers of
his soul, the great determinant of his life, of his moral milieu,
his fate, the sum total of all that can happen to him and to
him alone.66
That there is an objective hierarchy of values, not to be
1938), Vol. I, p. 244. A mainly negative criticism of Scheler's ethical thought is
found in Michael Wittmann, Max Scheler ala Ethiker (Duesseldorf: L. Schwann,
1923); P. H. Lennerz, S. J., Schelers Konformitaetssystem und die Lehre der
katholischen Kirche (Muenster in Westfalen: Aschendorffsche Verlagsbuchhandlung, 1924); and A. Rohner, " Thomas von Aquin oder Max Scheler," in Divus
Thomas (1923, 1924, 1925). A markedly positive evaluation is given by Pere A.-D.
Sertillanges, Le Christianism6 et lea Philosophies (Paris: Aubier [1989]) . An
attempt to see much of Scheler's thought in the light of Protestantism is made by
Harald Eklund in his Evangelisches und katholisches in Max Schders Ethik
(Uppsala: A.-B. Lundequistska Bokhandeln, 1932) . The idea of .value is clarified
and its significance brought into focus by the works of Dietrich von Hildebrand,
among others, Die Idee der sittlichen Handlung (Halle: Niemeyer, 1916), and
Sittlichkeit und ethische W erterkenntnis (Halle: Niemeyer, 1921) .
•• Ibid., pp. 228, 239.
•• Ibid., pp. 228-229.
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altered, is an old Christian heritage. Christ said to those who
fretted over their material needs: " Is not life itself a greater
gift than food, the body than the clothing?" 67 He warned the
Twelve: " Fear not those who kill the body but cannot kill the
souL Rather fear him who has the power to destroy body and
soul in hell"; 68 and when the demands of salvation clashed with
the strictures of authority, the Apostles replied: "We must
obey God rather than men!' 69 Scheler, in his book on Formalism in Ethics, in the main a critique of Kant's moral philosophy,
attempts to determine the scale of values. The great difference
between what is agreeable and what is significant in itself is
not brought ouL Also some of his other distinctions are not
sufficiently precise and elsewhere in his writings vary. His main
thought, however, is this.
Lowest in the hierarchy are the large groups of values relating
to the senses, to man's comfort, to all that is useful and agreeable, such as wealth, of the individual or of the nation. Trade
and industry, the economic and technical worlds with all they
produce,
place here. The next step is biological
values, like health, vitality, physical courage, and further, all
that serves the welfare of the person or of society. When life is
in danger, a man of sound heart will relinquish aU exterior possessions to save it, because at that moment, with non-essentials
stripped away, his heart clearly senses life to be above any
material good. Higher than the realm of life is that of mind,
the values proper to man's intelligence, those that specifically
constitute culture: politics, pure science, fine art, philosophy;
the order of justice and law, the region of the beautiful, the
sphere of the true. A scientist who risks his life for the sake of
a truth, an artist who prefers hunger to deserting his art, a
Socrates-all these exemplify their import. And as material
goods serve life, and life is subordinate to mind, so the intellectual ranks below the moraL Plato had no doubt that all
ideas submit to the idea of the good, and Kant that the categorical imperative calls
the abandonment of all inferior
07
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values; indeed, every man uncorrupted by the betrayal of the
good feels and knows that it is of all these values the highest.
But towering above it and above all is the domain of religious
values, the holy, for in the realm of values, which mounts like
a pyramid, God the holy is the summit. Of all things deserving
love, He is at once the goal and the source, the beginning and
the end, and our hearts are restless till they rest in Him/ 0
The world of values is infinite, but people today often dwell
in a narrow realm~ This narrowness, however, Scheler stresses,
rises not from any subjectivity of values, but in part from a
merely instinctive outlook and in part from a certain attitude
characteristic of our civilization. The "natural" man is
tempted to recognize only values which meet his physical urges.
Failing to live the life of a person, he blinds himself; he despoils
and impoverishes the world. "Slave to his belly," his vision is
confined to those goods which serve, and only insofar as they
serve, his vital needs. He is inclined to overlook the beauty of
an apple, its harmony and architecture, even more its reflection
of a higher beauty; its fragrance and color are nothing more to
him than indications of use and pleasure. But not only the
dominion of instinct, also the spell of modern civilization
renders the world smalL Many a man, shadowed by the spirit
of competition, values only the rare, that which is held by few
or which requires toil for its production. He esteems goods that
can be possessed, particularly when they can be possessed in
greater quantity by one than by another. Haunted by a need
for comparison, he gives less attention to what he has than
to what his neighbor has and he has not. 71
If a man but lifts his head above the fog of our times, Scheler
exclaims, he will see that values a:re real, independent of himself. To acknowledge that they are abiding, founded on truth,
he must give his attention to the intrinsic. worth of things; he
must ask not what they mean to him but what they mean, not
what they yield but what they are. He must not look for hap•• Der Fcmnalismus in der Ethik und die materiale Wertethik, pp. 103-109;
"Ordo Amm·is," Schriften aus dem Nachlass, Vol. I, p .. 24!il.
n Der Formalismus in der Ethik und die materiale Wertethik, pp. !il71H~76.
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piness, for it is a free gift, something " thrown in," to be had
without asking, and the only way to seek it is not to seek it.
He must force envy out of his life; he must esteem most highly
those goods which are the least to be possessed, and of those
which can be owned, those like earth, air and water, which are
so abundant that to one's own joy in them is added the joy
that others can rejoice in them. As this shared joy opens the
soul to the realm of values, so much more thanksgiving. The
religious man gives thanks for light and sound, for movement
and breath; where others find only indifference, he sees values
or their contraries; everything becomes peopled with them,
replete with meaning. The universe of values, says Scheler, is
unlocked in its entirety to none but those who live St. Paul's
antithesis: "Beggars enriching many, paupers possessing all
things." 12

IV
Scheler was not a thinker who could be coldly indifferent to
the modem mutilation of man, and he could not be taken in
by the fantastic theories which make of man a machine grinding
thoughts and emotions out of the raw materials fed to it, a
mixture of chemical compounds that would one day be produced in the laboratory, or at the most an educated animal, for
behind them all he saw ressentiment. Only eyes shut to reality
as a whole could see nothing but nature, and still regard man
as its crown, observes Scheler in his Formalism in Ethics
(1913-16) . Man is the most dependent of all living forms, and
therefore the most vulnerable, the most menaced. Viewed biologically, he is rather an" animal afflicted," and his intelligence,
compared with instinct, a poor device for biological progress.
He requires elaborate and variegated apparatus merely to keep
himself alive. What the animal achieves with its simple equipment, man must do with his complicated nervous system and
thereby violate all the rules of economy. Beside an animal, he
is like an Alpinist beside a mountain lad, who cuts himself a
72
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wand and walks the mountain lightly and unburdened, while
the Alpinist loads himself with spikes and cleats, hooks and
ladders, axes, ropes and goggles. But for all this the lad is still
the better, and so also would the beast be superior were not
man's greater differentiation given him that he might realize
values higher than the struggle for existence.73
Biologically, man is inferior, and to see in hin;t the highest
beast, the apex of evolution thus far, would be hardly more than
infatuated self-worship. Man is superior, but those who admire
him as the animal-made-wise presuppose, whether they will or
no, other and higher than biological values. He is superior because he sees and embodies values not rooted on earth: the
intellectual and the holy; he transcends himself, his life and all
life. The newness that bursts out in him is, biologically
measured, a superabundance of the spirit. Through him as
through a rift, there appears the personal order, whose values
excel life and whose bond is justice and love; through him there
shines the idea of God and His Kingdom 1 and save in this light,
he cannot be understood. Man is, says Scheler, the movement,
the tendency, the transition to the Divine, the corporeal being
directed towards God; 74 and to this he adds, in his essay On
the Idea of Man, he is the one who prays or the prayer of life,
through whom the universe reaches towards its Creator; he is
the one who seeks God, nay, the one whom God seeks.75
St. Thomas Aquinas said: " Man, in a certain sense, contains
all things," 76 and called man: " a kind of horizon and COJ.ltainer
of corporal and incorporal things." 77 In him are, in a way, all
things; he is a limit between two worlds, as it were a horizon in
which earth and heaven meet. In its union with the body, his
soul is measured by the flux of time; in itself, as a spirit, it is
measured by etemity.78 In its relation to the body, as its form,
73 Der Formolismus in der Ethik und die materiale Wertetkik, pp. !294-!296.
•• Ibid., pp. !298-299.
76 "Zur Idee des Menschen," Vom Umsturz der Werte, Vol. I, pp. 295-296.
•• Sum. Tkeol. I, 96, 2c.
77 11 Contra Gent., !'l, 68.
•• De Pot., lll, 10 ad 8.
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it can be defined, but in its relation to God, it is indefinable.79
Thus far Scheler parallels St. Thomas, but intoxicated by his
vision of the mystery of man, he makes his indefinable character his he-all and end-all. Seeing man move towards God, he
almost forgets that he is. The cut for him is not between man
and animal but between the God-seeker and the philistine, between the re-born and the Old Adam. A difference not of kind
but of degree separates homo faber from the beast; the essential
cleavage, he maintains, is between homo faber and the child of
God.80 In this Scheler ,contradicts his own thought: were the
tool-making man and the beast something of the same sort,
either the man would have as little chance as the beast, or the
beast as much as the man, of moving closer to God. It is true,
there is a tremendous chasm between a life confined to the
lowest values and one which brings to full fruition the highest.
But the quality which marks man out is precisely this: that he
can change and be converted, that he is the creature who
repents.
A similar discrepancy is found in his early thought on the
person.81 Wishing to stress that the person is not a thing, he
defines it, in his Formalism in Ethics, as "the concrete unity
of all its possible acts," and goes on to say that it " exists only
in the accomplishment of its acts." 82 Later in the same book,
however, he says that the essence of the person is the foundation
of all its various acts:.83 and in its preface he states -as its most
important thesis that " the ultimate meaning of the universe
is to be gauged by the pure existence-not the achievementsof persons, by their unfolding, their highest possible goodness,
their beauty and harmony, and towards them all the forces of
the cosmos converge." 84
•• De Anima, 7 ad 16.
80 "Zur Idee des Menschen," Vom Umsturz der Werte, VoL I, p. 802.
81 Cf. Eckhard J. Koehle, 0. S. B., Personality:.
A Study according to the
Philosophies of Value and Spirit of Max Scheler and Nicolai Hartmann (Newton,
N. J.: Catholic Protectory Press, 1941).
82 Der Formalismus in der Ethik und die materiale W ertethik, p. 24.
83 Ibid., p. 898.
•• Ibid., pp. xii-xiii.
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Man is an " epiphany of God in the stream of life," Scheler
exclaims, and adds that calling the idea of God an anthropomorphism is one of the most foolish notions of the modern mind.
He finds it amusing that this charge should be leveled by just
those who recognize nothing higher than man, for whom meaningful and meaningless, true and false, good and bad, are but
accretions laid on in the course of natural evolution, adaptations
of man's brain to his milieu. To speak of anthropomorphism
is of point only if man is not the measure of all things; the very
thought can be conceived only by one who has the idea of God
at the back of his mind. Nothing could be further from the
truth; it is not God who is an anthropomorphism, but man who
is a" theomorphism," His image and likeness. 85

v
A philosophy awake to this dignity of man, to the kingly
state and privilege of the person, cannot ignore, says Scheler
in Models and Leaders, the prime role of the person in the
genesis and growth of all human groups. Not Kant's law of
reason nor Hegel's person-less Idea, not Marx's economic tools
and trends nor the dark power of blood, determine history; no
anonymous forces, but great men. Following the" law of the
smaller number" (v. Wiesen), the influence not of the many
but of the few is weightiest in human affairs; it is· always a
minority of men, those who lead and those who inspire,. who
most strongly shape man's personal and social life. But while
leaders merely move our wills to act, models raise our souls
and mold our inner dispositions even before we come to will.
To leaders we submit, but models we love, and in loving, become akin to them. 86
· History is commonly seen as a series of external events, but
its soul is rather the ideals of its several ages, and at the center
of this soul are the models, the men who embody these ideals,
who draw and possess us. To them, personal exemplars, says
8"
88
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Scheler, must be traced, ultimately, all ideals, norms and laws
which men obey and disobey. Corresponding to his five ranks
of values, which in this essay he gives, somewhat differently
as the agreeable, the useful, the noble, the intellectual and the
holy, he lists five kinds of models: the "artist of living," the
" civilizer," the " hero," the " genius " and the " saint.'' There
are, of course, men who can claim at once more than a single
rank; there is the genius-saint, the civilizer-hero, and others.
Moreover, all these types assume different hues and tints in
different times and places. The ideal of the man to whom living
is an art varies from the English " gentleman " to the French
honnete homme, from the Japanese samurai to the Italian cortegiano. For the peasant, the townsman and the knight, for
the doctor, the engineer and the soldier, the hero wears a
different garb. Even the genius and the saint are not fully the
same in the East and in the West. 87
The lower in rank, the more dependent is the model on the
social structure; the higher, the freer of outer circumstance. It
is highly improbable that one destitute should be a connoisseur
of fine things; a slave will scarcely be a hero and rarely a genius
-but a saint may be slave or king. There is yet another law
which shows the freedom of the homo religiosus: all the other
models, from genius down, are directly or indirectly dependent
on him. For religion is prior to science, art, philosophy; it is at
work before a culture is thought of, and still at work when a
culture is forgotten. It precedes its birth and outlasts its
dying. 88
Unlike the genius and the hero, the original saint, or what is
commonly called the founder of a religion, is: within his train,
never one among others; he is, says Scheler, always the one.
Great minds do not necessarily dislodge one another, playing
a part that is not exclusive but supplem~ntary. Homer, Sophocles, Dante, Cervantes, Shakespeare, Goethe-they may all be
cherished at once. Within any group, however, an original
saint can only dispossess another; he can never admit him as
87
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equal. He must say: " He who is not with me is against me," 89
for the claim of religion, by its very essence, permits no rival.
When the saint's message is his, not by illumination nor by
revelation, but by His oneness with God, then His claim is no
longer singular merely within certain historic limits, but universal and absolute, true for all the future as for the present
and the past. Hence Christianity, says Scheler, is not the most
perfect, but the absolute, religion. 90
The uniqueness of the original saint is also manifest in his
immediate presence to his posterity. The hero influences future
generations through his deeds, which have to be recounted; the
genius bears upon them through his individuality, embodied~
his work; but the saint himself lives among his descendants. He
lives in those who follow after him and reproduce his person
ever anew; he is also present through authority and tradition,
an authority and tradition determined through this immediate
personal link. To tie the " vision " of him to the knowledge
of a book means to degrade the founder of a religion to the rank
of genius, for the scriptures that speak of him are rather sign
and fruit of his indwelling in his followers. He himself leaves
behind no writings to make himself known to the world, nothing
like the painting of the artist or the score of the composer, no
work divorced from its master, making his influence subject to
the chances to which all matter is exposed. What he leaves
behind is himself; what he carves is not wood or stone but man.
The human person is the matrix in which he creates, and he is
therefore present in and through persons. 91
The arm of the original saint reaches as far as love. The realm
of the hero is a nation or people, that of the genius the earth,
but the realm of the saint extends throughout and above the
world, as far as the brotherhood of those who love him, and
beyond that to God, the origin of all things. Followed after in
the freedom of love, the saint is superior to fame. He is not
•• Matt. xii, 80.
••" Vorbilder und Fuehrer," Schriften aus dwm Nachlass, Vol. I, p. 176.
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admired the way a genius is nor worshipped like a hero, but in
his heart all have sanctuary, seeking their and the world's salvation. It is evidence ~f his presence, Scheler observes, that not
to remember him, not to bear him in mind, is impossible. He
can be " forgotten," but this " forgetting " is unwillingness,
more or less beneath the conscious mind, to acknowledge the
presence that is felt; it is an instinctive turning away from its
challenge. One can repress the thought of him, but not to think
of him at all can not be done, so mighty is his presence. 92
Scheler's analysis of the models of man is a purely philosophical attempt, but it is interesting to note that in discussing the religious model, he can speak only in Christian terms. He speaks
of the " saint," of " indwelling," " following," and " communion
of love," all names of phenomena genuinely Christian; whatever
may seem to correspond to them in the non-Christian sphere
is a shadow, a faint analogy. Thus he shows that religions can
not, as a modern folly would have it, be compared on an equal
footing; they can not be appraised without a yardstick. In
applying Christian language to all religious models, Scheler
proved his assertion that once the voice of Christ is heard, it
is remembered.

VI
Man's choice is not between belief and unbelief, but between
faith and idolatry. Scheler holds this to be an exactly demonstrable thesis of the philosophy and psychology of religion, and
equally the intimate experience of every man. On examining
his heart, everyone knows himself to be so closely bound up with
some good that in effect he says to it: With thee I shall stand
and fall; without thee I can not live, I will not live, I ought not
live. The religious act, Scheler says, is a dowry of the soul so
essential that the only question which can be raised is whether
it finds its adequate object, or crowns a finite and contingent
good with the nimbus of the holy, the absolute and divine. Reason and heart so naturally tend to God that if man does not believe in Him, he makes a god of that in which he does believe.
•• Ibid., p. 184.
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Thus the agnostic deceives himself when he says there is nothing
in which he believes-rather he b~lieves in nothing; the religious
act is not lacking from his soul,· but the thought of nothingness
has captured it. Hand-in-hand with his innermost quest for the
One who Is goes an unnatural clinging to the surface of things, to
their appearances.98
Religious experience, says Scheler, in his Problems of Religion,
is original and underived, and calling aseity, infinity, all-efficacy
and holiness the formal attributes of the " divine," those which
constitute and demark the sphere of religious objects, he maintains that they are not won from any pre-religious experience
by way of abstraction, idealization or analogy, that they are
rather known by an immediate .intuition. Whether its object
be imaginary or real, a fetish, Apollo, or the true God, the religious act belongs to a sphere of reality and value independent
of others. There is, no doubt, a rich and manifold religious development, but Scheler emphatically states, it is a development
within the religious realm, not an evolution towards religion.
It is therefore pointless to investigate the origin of the religious
object in man's soul, and there is. as little sense in the search for
the historic genesis of religion as in a search for the origin of
reason or language. They are given with man; they are part of
his nature. 94
The formal attributes of the " divine " are, according to
Scheler, known immediately, but not so the positive attributes
of God. Only in the measure that man lives in the spirit and
not by the belly can he know that God is spirit, and further,
that He is Creator, Omniscience, All-Goodness, Mercy; only in
love enlightened by revelation can it be known that He is
Person. No man can arrive at the knowledge of the Creator,
All-Mighty and All-Good, unless he is guarded by humility and
awe. Awe makes us see the secret of things and their depth,
preserving horizon and perspective in the world of values;
without it, the universe is flat. It is akin to the sense of shame;
••" Die christliche Liebesidee und die gegenwaertige Welt," Vom Ewigen im
Menschen, pp. 197-198; "Probleme der Religion," ibid., pp~ 559, 563-564.
•• "Problem der Religion," Vom Ewigen im Memchen, pp. 396-400.

17~

JOHN M. OESTERREICHER

it is modesty become spirit. Modesty is at once hiding and
unfolding, the manifestation of beauty by its very veiling. And
so in awe we are suddenly aware that our nature is tremendously inadequate for the knowledge of the highest and yet is
called to it; the infinite appears in the midst of our finitude and
poverty. The proud man, bound to himself, lives in a darkened,
desert world and walks towards hell, which is want of love; the
humble, howev~r, has an open soul-humility, a way of love,
breaks the walls around the ego and readies the soul to give
itself and serve.95
What sets off the religious act from all others is: first, it
transcends the world, all the world, including oneself; second,
it is accompanied by an insight that it cannot, by its very
essence, find its fulfillment in the world or in any finite object.
In the religious act we think being different from finite being;
we tend towards a good whose place no temporal good, however lovable, can fill; we seek a bliss which, we know clearly, no
progress of mankind nor any increase of inner or outer good
fortune can give; we experience a fear not related to some concrete danger but to the frailty of contingent being, to its dependence on a power abo-ve it; we hope for something which no
eye has seen nor can see, a hope, then, not grounded on calculation nor on vital confidence; and in religious thanksgiving we
render thanks for a gift of which the favor we have received is
but a symbol, and to a Giver beyond our imagination. In all
these, in love, fear and hope, thanksgiving and praise, marvel
and worship, prayer and adoration, the spirit transcends not
only this or that finite good but the v~ry essence of the finite,
and seeks an object which, though most positive, can be expressed only in such "negative" terms as incomparable, inco~prehensible, indescribable, ineffable. 96
The third distinction of the religious act_ is its demand for
an answer, a response on the part of the object to which it tends,
which shows that religion in the strict sense exists only where

a
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the object is personal. It receives the truth it intends and the
salvation it seeks. The religious act and, in its broadest meaning, revelation, are correlated. Neither God nor even the idea
of God can be constructed, for the intellectual power of construction is the greater the more relative an object is to our consciousness; it is null in regard to the Absolute Being, who is
dependent on nothing and on whom all else depends. All knowledge of God is necessarily knowledge from God; the object of
the religious act is at the same time its cause. This is man's
experience in his religious life, and it is the impossibility of
accounting in any other way for his religious disposition that is,
for Scheler, the surest warrant of God's exstence. All rational
proofs are to him merely verifications of God already found. 97
Scheler's philosophy of religion says at times too much and
at others too little. It is true that for men as they are, born
with the light of reason darkened, the will weakened, and for
modern men in particular, bred in an atmosphere of resistance
to God and objective truth, the rational proofs of God's existence may often lack force; and that for reborn men they are
only another evidence of God already found, possessed and
loved. But this in no way detracts from their full validity.
The soul is drawn to God, desires the infinite, has an inkling of
the absolute; this seed needs the sun and dew of grace but will
not spring up and grow unless it is cultivated by the labor of
reason, the work of the will-indeed, the whole man is engaged
in the assent of faith. Scheler, however, wishing to emphasize
the uniqueness of the religious act, claims for it an autonomy
which almost isolates it. Furthermore, were he to say that only
love can fathom the meaning of " God is Person," he would be
right, but that God is Person can be known without revelation.
On the other hand, the soul may long for God's mercy, but
that He who is Mercy seeks the sinner, must be told by Him.
To let St. Thomas speak: By nature the soul is gratiae capax,
able to receive grace, but only by grace is the soul capax Dei,
able to receive God. 98
97

98
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What led Scheler to assign to the metaphysical proofs of
God's existence no other role than that of verification were certain faults in his theory of knowledge. He rightly opposes the
common notion that love obscures the mind, that genuine
knowledge is to be gained by rigid abstinence from all emotions
and by indifference to the values of its objects. He quotes
Leonardo da Vinci's "Each great love is daughter of a great
knowledge," and Goethe's " One comes to know only what one
loves." Both, he says, assert the intimate tie of knowledge and
love; though for one knowledge is the parent of love and for the
other love of knowledge, both defy the specifically bourgeois
belief that love blinds, rather than opens the eyes. For Scheler
it is love that presents values to us, makes them " flash up " in
our minds; love" feels" (erfuehlt) them, and reason's only part
is to verify what love has found. He further holds that " an
emotional contact with God in the love of God, a feeling of
His presence as the Summum Bonum, a stirring of the' sense of
the Divine,' must, as their source material, precede all proofs of
His existence." 99 Scheler is entirely right in that the soul must
seek and hearken in order to know truly; it must be animated
by interest and concern. But his error is in taking this longing
and reverence for full and true love, in giving the disposition
the title and power of the fruit. The best expression of the
interplay of knowledge and love is perhaps St. Augustine's:
"One does not love what one does not in some way know, but
when one loves what one in some way knows, love works that
one knows it better and more perfectly." 100
The experience that comes with spiritual life, loving contact
with God, the feeling of His presence, are, no doubt, often inner
evidence of His existence and nearness. They lead to a deep
knowledge of God, but they are definitely not the source material for all the knowledge we have of him, as Scheler would
99 "Liebe und Erkenntnis," Schriften zur Soziologie und W eltaru;chauungslehre,
Vol. I, p. 110; Wesen und Formen der Sympathie, pp. 176-177; "Vom Wesen de:r
Philosophie und der moralischen Bedingung des philosophischen 'Erkennens," Vom
Ewigen im Menschen, p. 93.
100 St. Augustine, In Joann., 96, 4 (PL 35: 1876).
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have it. What in Scheler is confused is ordered in St. Thomas; he
often shows an aversion to St. Thomas' theory of knowledge,
but he never knew and understood it entirely. At once humble
and rich, St. Thomas' thought gives the senses and reason their
full due, but at the same· time acclaims a knowledge far surpassing all that reason can attain, a wisdom fruit of love. The
wealth of his thought is shown by some of the terms he used to
designate the various ways in which knowledge is acquired.
There is discursive knowledge, lmowledge gathered by the use
of reason, by rational inquiry, by study and teaching, or by
argumentation; and contrasted with these are affective lmowledge and experimental awareness, knowledge gained by inclination, by way of the will, by connaturality, or through love. And
among the ways in which the soul is led to the knowledge of
God, there are knowledge arising from the innermost self or
attained in the manner in which we understand first principles,
that is, intuitively, or through the contemplation of the soul
made God-like by grace, through her affinity with the Divine,
by divine instinct or sympathy with divine things, and the
knowledge given through the soul's union with God, and, as
it were, through touch and through taste.101 In the place of
Scheler's over-simplification, there is in St. Thomas a real
abundance of life, natural and supernatural.
Pere Paul Ortegat, S. J., called Scheler's presentation "the
most remarkable cont,ribution to the religious problem by the
phenomenological school," 102 and all its flaws do not invalidate
.'"'Victor White, 0. P., "Thomism and 'Affective Knowledge,'" Blackfriars,
XXIV, £74 (January, 1943), pp. 8-16. Cf. Blackfriars, XXIV, £77 (April, 1943),
pp. 1£6-131; XXV, £94 (September, 1944), pp. 3~1-3~8. Cf. also Marin-Sola, 0. P.,
L'Evolution homogene du Dogme catholique (£nd ed.; Fribourg, 19~4), p. 363.
102 Paul Ortegat, S. J., Intuition et Religion; Le Probleme existentialiste (Lou vain:
Editions de I'Institut Superieur de Philosophie, 1947), p. ll. For a thorough
analysis of Scheler's religious contribution, see Erich Przywara, S. J., RdigionsBegruendung: Max Scheler-]. H. Newman. For valuations from their own points
of view, see Hafkesbrink, " The Meaning of Objectivism and Realism in Max
Scheler's Philosophy of Religion: A Contribution to the Understanding of Max
Scheler's Catholic Period," Philosophy and Phenomenological Research, II, 3
(March, 194~), pp. ~9~-308; and Josef Wohlgemuth," Grundgedanken der ReligionsPhilosophie Max Schelers in juedischer Beleuchtung,'' Festschrift fum· Jacob Rosenheim (Frankfurt am Main: J. Kauffmann Verlag, 1931), pp. 19-76 .
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this judgment. Amid the mediocrity of contemporary writers
on religion, his thought stands out as a testimony to the singularity and absoluteness of religion. Against those who would
make of it a means for the adornment of life, for the thrill and
enthusiasm of the soul, he affirms that God is the absolute
end.108 And against those who would make it an adjunct or
supplement to culture, a mere aesthetic or moral factor, an
educational force or an agent of synthesis working towards the
betterment of human relations, he affirms its" independence";
its claim does not derive from the service it renders. The very
thought of a Kingdom of Heaven tells that it is the ultimate
expectation of the soul and that nothing can rival this Kingdom
and its King; compared with them, all human culture, actual
and possible, is peripheral and vain.104 To think " God," the
Eternal Being and Supreme Good, existing above all contingent things, is to· see that there is no measure to take of Him;
He is the Judge, He can not be judged. If a man says " God,"
if he utters His N arne and does not stifle mind and heart, he
enters another world; he is, like Moses, on holy ground.

VII
The immortality of the soul~ without which the Christian's
hope in everlasting life would be vain, is not a problem we need
wait for death to solve-now, if ever, we are immortal. Day
by day, instant by instant, the answer is offered us. Constantly
I feel, I see, I grasp, that I am a being who is master of his
body, lord and king in a desert of dead things. I feel, I see, I
grasp, behind the few fragments striking my senses, the scraps
falling to eye and ·hand, in each of my brethren a person, center
of a whole world, a something extending into depths my love
and understanding can never exhaust. How then, asks Scheler,
should I, should my brother, not survive death? 105
Philosophical inquiry confirms this common experience that
"Probleme der Religion," Vom Ewigen im Menschm, pp. 5!U-522.
Ibid., pp. 648-654.
105 "Lehre von den Drei Tatsachen," Schriften aus dem. Nachlass, Vol. I, p. 407.
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the person, in all his acts, goes beyond the confines imposed by
his body, the bonds of space and time and the limited content
presented by his senses. Even seeing and hearing surpass the
work of eyes and ears, and surely remembrance and expectation,
memory and hope, transcend the hour in which the body dwells.
My friend and I can feel with one. another the same sorrow,
the same joy, a thing impossible .in merely physical pain and
pleasure, which are tied to the body or even to a part of it; in
feelings of the spirit, the person leaves the body, as it were,
to meet another. If it is proper to the spirit, here and now,
to swing out beyond the boundaries of the body, will it not be
so in the act of dying? Since the spirit is independent of the
body in the body's lifetime, so it will be in the body's decay.106
With Bergson, to whose argument Scheler's is akin, he asserts
that it is the doubter who staggers under the burden of proo£.1 01
Scheler was not content to assert man's immortality; in his
essay on Death and Survival he searched out the reasons for
the modern waning of faith. The general contention is that
cerebral anatomy and physiology have shown the life of the soul
so dependent on the nervous sy'stem that the conclusion is
forced on us: with the death of the tissues, the life of the spirit
must end. Modern psychology has done away with· the unity
and simplicity of the ego, and thus immortality has become
past saving. But the facts, or to be exact, the observations of
scientists, compel no conclusion, he says. The view which regards the soul as compounded of sensations and needs, and not,
like immediate experience, as one and simple, is by no means
the fruit of experiment; it is rather a bias which itself conducts
the tests. And all discoveries about the brain are well accounted
for if the soul is understood as an independent substance,
related to the body as the pianist to the piano.108
The reason for man's failing faith are not scientific, for science
says Scheler, is powerless to harm religion; it is a modern superstition to see it at the root of every spiritual change. Far from
Tod und Fortleben," ibid., pp. 40-48.
"Lehre von den Drei Tatsachen," ibid., p. 404.
108 " Tod il.nd Fortleben," ibid., pp. 5, 6, 89.
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Higher Criticism, for example, shattering the credibility of the
Bible as the word of God, it was lack of awe-that is to say,
want of depth, a mediocrity which pulls all things to itselfwhich made Higher Criticism possible. When a religious belief dies, it is not science that caused its death; all it can do is
dig its grave. The ultimate reason for modern man's changed
attitude towards immortality is not the progress of science but
his changed attitude towards death. Because he no longer lives
in the sight of death, and because by his way of life he pushes
back the inner certainty that he must die, he does not prize
immortality.109
Scheler claims that, quite apart from external events which
teach that all living comes to an end, man has an intuitive
certainty of death (which, he says, must not be confused with
its anticipation in illness, nor with longing or dread) . In every
moment, we feel something hastening away, something drawing
near; past crowds on future, and life already lived grows at the
expense of life yet to be lived. This is the phenomenon of aging,
not to be found in the inanimate world. Death, he says, is not
an accident, not like a wall we run into in darkness; it is part
and parcel of life, an act of the living creature itself, whatever
may occasion it.110 Indeed, it is-it ought to be-the supreme
act of life, for all time embodied in the words: "Father, into
Thy hands I commend My Spirit." 111
Whether we be more impressed by the ephemeral character
of life, or by its richness and breadth, this certainty is present,
vary though it may from one period of history to another,
ignored though it often is in a kind of metaphysical lightness,
in a carefree unshouldering of its burden. Altogether different
from this more or less normal shelving of the thought that death
is sure and grave, is its utter absence in modern man, whom
Scheler never tires of describing: His labor is not an answer to
his needs; it is an urge, giving him no rest. Where he rules,
might follows wealth, not wealth might. He begets children
not through desire, let alone love; procreation is rather linked
109
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with the .economic structure. He sees life as a " borderline
case," a complication of dead matter, and calls" real" what is
calculable. Wares are exchanged for money, no longer money
for wares. The world is an object of lasting dread, no longer a
chance to be seized boldly and joyfully, no longer contemplated
and loved, but merely dealt with.112
Modern man's unlimited urge to work and profit, says Scheler,
is his narcotic against remembering death. He no longer fears
it because he has" feared" it away. He has repressed the idea
of death in favor of an endless going-on, and found a surrogate
for eternal life in progress, progress without meaning or end,
progress for its own sake. He can not help but reckon with
death, and insures himself against it in a thousand ways, but
he can no longer visualize it. Death is no more a youth with
lowered torch, no more the grim reaper with hour-glass and
scythe, no more the skeleton dancing the living to the grave,
nor the bright angel knocking at the door. Modern man ha~ no
symbol for death, for he does not experience it, because he never
dies himself; it is always the other, and when his time comes to
die, he will die as another in the eyes of others. As an embroiderer lays upon her pattern silk of many colors, so the full
man builds his multitude of instants into the entirety of his
life, present to his mind; he lives with death before him, that
death which forms and judges, outlines and orders his life. But
modern man lives for the day, till suddenly, no new day
arrives.113 His repression has robbed him, not of his immortality, but of his faith in it.

VIII
It is sin, not death, that threatens the spiritual life of the
person. It is frightening indeed, says Scheler, in his essay Rue
and Rebirth, that we can re-win life once lost only on a road of
pain, the road of contrition, but the glory is that there is a road
to life at all. Modern theories on contrition see in it something
112 "
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negative, superfluous, even wasteful. Some say it is a fixation
on the completed and unalterable past; others a trickery of the
mind which deceives us into thinking that what we could now
omit, or so we imagine, we could have omitted in the past.
There is the theory that contrition is depression following on
indulgence, nothing but a " hangover." (So many modern
theories, Scheler remarks, seem to be "nothing-buts.") For
Nietzsche it was the inward turning of aggressive impulses
whose free flowing society had dammed. It is thought of as a
self-inflicted punishment for having acted against one's own
interests, or a conditioned reflex: having previously experienced
punishment, one expects it always, but if one lacks knowledge
of the when, the where, the what, the who, of the punishment,
fear becomes vague :remorse.114
For most of these explanations, contrition is at the least
without meaning or purpose, if not an actual hindrance to life
and action. Scheler retorts that the very opposite is true, that
even if religion is left aside and contrition seen purely in the
moral sphere, it is a means of restoration, the only way in which
the soul can regain its lost integrity; in it, the soul is healed.
Viewed religiously itis still more: it is a gift God has bestowed
on the soul that after straying. it might return to Hi.m,115
The chief reason for misconstruing the nature of contrition
may be, says Scheler, a false notion of the structure of the life
of the spirit. Were our personal existence like a stream, rushing
along in the same objective time as the events of nature, it
would be quite correct to say that no part of it could turn back
and affect the past, that what is done can not be undone. The
time of nature is one-dimensioned, one-directioned, and knows
no present, past or future; but the human person has, marvelously, present to him at each moment of his life the whole of it,
by perception, recollection or expectation, Therefore the meaning and value of his entire life (though not, of course, its
events) are, at every instant, within the sphere of his power,
'""Rene und Wiedergeburt," Vom Ewigen im Menschen, pp. 52, 6-ll.
11 " Ibid,, p. a.
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and until· his death, the past keeps asking him what he will
do with it.116
Because something that occurs in objective time becomes our
past, it is ours, subject to us as persons, and the extent and
manner of its effect on our lives is left to us. Every historic
event, be it of an individual, a nation or mankind, is therefore
incomplete and in a way redeemable. Recollection is the begin,..
ning of liberation from the dark night of the recalled, so that
history known frees us from the power of history lived. But
what recollection faintly foreshadows, contrition fulfills: far
from being a futile beating against the immutable, to repent
something in the past is to imprint on it a new meaning, to
change the unchangeable. Whoever doubts his .freedom need
but repent and he will experience that it frees him from the
onward rush and sweep of guilt, that it breaks the iron link
of cause and effect by which an old guilt causes a new. He will
find that it makes possible a fresh start, the virginal beginning
of a new sequence of events, that it works rejuvenation.111
The readiness for contrition lights up the past, letting us
see and remember what would otherwise remain forgotten.
Suspending the power of repression, contrition breaks the pride
which allows only what satisfies or justifies it to cross the
threshold of memory, and so becomes a vehicle of truthfulness.
Unrepentant, we are imprisoned in the here and now, but contrite, we look beyond the self. If there were nothing else in all
the world from which we could draw the idea of God, contrition
alone would suffice, for it is an accusation, but before whom do
we accuse ourselves? It is a confession, but to whom do we
confess? It is an acknowledgment of guilt, but of guilt before
whom? It arraigns us before a law which it senses to be holy,
and absolves us from the punishment that law demands, but
who is the lawgiver, and who else but he can withhold its
penalty? It leads to the awareness that our guilt has been wiped
out, but who has taken it away, who has forgiven it? It gives
new strength of resolve and, it may be, a new heart out of the
118
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ashes of the old, but where is the well of this strength, and on
what model is this new heart built? Each movement of this
great moral process, if not diverted by some glib interpretation,
limns before the spirit, says Scheler, the mysterious contours
of an Infinite Judge, an Infinite Mercy, and an Infinite Power,
and Fountain of Life.118
But all this, he stresses, is the finding of his philosophical
inquiry and not a specifically Christian thought, much less a
doctrine resting on revelation; it is Christian only in the sense
that the soul can be said to be a Christian by nature. He adds,
however, that when these findings are compared with Christian
doctrine, it is clear that contrition is given its deepest meaning
and import only in Christianity, and within it, in the Catholic
Church. This new significance he sees in two things: first, that
linked to and empowered by the redeeming Passion of Christ,
contrition leads man into a communion with God holier than
the one he would have enjoyed had he not fallen and been
raised, so that the Church can sing: " 0 truly needful sin of
Adam, which was blotted out by the death of Christ! 0 happy
fault, which merited such and so great a Redeemer!" 119 And
second, Scheler sees its greater significance in the new :relationship of contrition and love. It is God's love, ever knocking at
the soul, which makes it aware of the ideal life it ought to live
and the wretched life it does; and again, after it has repented,
it knows that the strength for it came from God, so that what
first appeared to be man's love is then seen to be an answer
to His.120
Contrition is not confined to the faults of the individual soul
but has a historic task as welL It was, Scheler says, by its
never-drying tears of contrition that young Christianity renewed dying antiquity, hardened in its greed for pleasure,
power, and fame, and no other :remedy can help our dying age.
Too long have we been made fools by the fantasy of continual
Ibid., pp. 20-21, 51-52.
Exsultet, Holy Saturday.
120 " Reue und Wiedergeburt," Vom Ewigen im Menschen, pp. 52-58.
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progress, which hides from us the more beautiful law, including
all true progress, that in order to live we must die. Too long
has modern man allowed the guilt of centuries to grow, till he
can not muster the courage to atone, even to feel or face it,
until with the aid of a vast scientific apparatus, he ascribes
everything to the objective power of" conditions." Would he
but tear down the mask of " conditions,'' guilt would appear
and the road to rebirth become free. 121

IX
"As rue bears within it the infant goodness, so," says Scheler,
" does disappointment a ray of insight." 122 We must admit
that our civilization has not brought about what it promised,
that with the growth of comfort man's happiness would grow,
and we must allow our disappointment to unveil idols and false
values; we must resolutely return to the very first end of all
civilization: freedom from the many things for the one thing
necessary. Referring to the ancient Jewish legend that before
God created the world, He made, that it might not perish, the
turning of the heart, a voice crying: " Return, ye sons of
men," 123 Scheler sees in conversion our only hope.12 ~
Modern civilization is far from a fount of~appiness. To be
sure, it has created and constantly creates a wealth of comforts
and satisfactions, but they delight the skin rather than the soul,
the fringes more than the center of our life. Our sensitive organization, by the aid of things and gadgets, frustrates man's
design to reach happiness for it is far lazier when it comes to
pleasure than to pain. The range of intensity it allows discomfort is greater than that it accords enjoyment; our sensation of pain mounts more swiftly as the, irritant increases than
Ibid., pp. 44-49.
, .. " Vom Sinn des Leides,'' Schriften zur Soziologie und W eljamchauungslehre,
Vol. I, p. 108.
128 Louis Ginzberg, The Legends of the Jews (Philadelphia:
Jewish Publication
Society of America, 1938), Vol. I, p. 3; Vol. V, Note 1, p. 3.
124 " Vom Sinn des Leides," Schriften zur Soziologie und W eltamchauungslehre,
Vol. I, p. 60.
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does our sensation of pleasure with a growing stimulus. We
accustom ourselves more readily to comforts than to miseries.
Furthermore, pain is the more stable, not normally turning into
pleasure; on the other hand, there ceases to be pleasure where
there is pleasure in excess, for it may become tedium and it
may even become pain.125
The organizations and devices man has contrived for the
advance of happiness have so entangled his soul that their goal
has often fallen into oblivion. The world of tools he has established was to minimize the elements of chance and surprise, of
drudgery and danger, but he has succeeded in weeding out one
set of evils only to sow a new crop. The technical world to
which he has subjected himself has no regard for the person,
but has a logic of its own, overriding man's direction and desires; it has pushed itself between him and his fellow, nature,
God, and is in a way more demanding and unpredictable than
the world before, so that at bottom he suffers more from the
remedy than from the ill. Civilization is worth its woe only if
it ends in greater love.126
The relation of suffering and civilization is a frequent theme
with Scheler, and most specifically in his essay On the Meaning
of Suffering, in which he first points out the place of pain in the
organic world. He has no doubt that pain has an objective
meaning. It is commonly said that pleasure and pain are
intended as inducement and warning, inviting the organism to
certain activities and cautioning it from others. However sound
this is, says Scheler, it can not give a full grasp of suffering, a
grasp which can be had only in the light of sacrifice. The true
sacrifice is personal; in it a person abandons what is truly a
good for himself to attain a good more nearly perfect, more
significant and sublime. But there is a suggestion and shadow
of personal sacrifice wherever a good of higher rank is born of
the death or diminution of a lower ranking good or of the sufferance of a lower ranking evil. Rank is in question, not quantity. Whoever admits no hierarchy of values, whoever knows
.,.. Ibid., p. 65.
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only degrees of what is welcome and what adverse, can have no
vision of sacrifice but merely a " calculus of pleasure and pain."
When we prefer a greater pleasure to a smaller, one long-lasting
in the future to a brief one now, when we choose a lesser evil
rather than a greater, or put a greater pleasure before a smaller
pain, we are just counting costs-sacrifice allows no such arithmetic. True, it is always for the sake of something, yet it seeks
not amount but height, not more but the better; it is the
abandonment of a good of lower dignity for one of higher.127
The sacrificial pattern is woven into the texture of the universe. We see its trace in the circle of the seasons, of night and
day; " unless the grain of wheat falls into the ground and dies,
it remains alone, but if it die, it brings forth much fruit." 128
To Scheler, pain is the subjective reflection of the sacrificial
motif, a motif which governs the tie of the part to the whole.
An organic whole is before its parts; it lives and works in them.
The parts, however, not only live in but for the whole, as the
organs for the body, the members for the group. If the group
is a herd of deer or a flock of swa;llows, then the individual exists
that there may be the kind, the species; the human person, however, is not absorbed into the life of the group. His personal,
that is, his spiritual, existence excels the worth of all human
communities, natural or man-made. It is only qua member that
he serves the group; it is only as citizen, and not as person, that
he is subordinate to the state. 129
In a merely mechanical world, a world of additive constitution, no pain, no suffering would be possible; the parts, without
link to the whole, knowing no solidarity, would live for themselves. But in our world, the individual dies for the preservation of the species and the organ ails that the body may be well.
Death and pain-a " little death," its image and reminderare wedded to life, the more so as the whole grows higher and
the parts, with their functions, more diverse, as hierarchy sup127
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plants uniformity. The pangs of birth, of growth, of death,
are inescapably bound to fellowship and ultimately to love.
Throughout the universe, the lower is given for the higher; the
part suffers and dies for the whole, that it may be saved, maintained, prospered or enhanced. The suffering of the part, all
suffering, is vicarious and anticipates, as it were, the need of
the whole, the common weal. All love is sacrificiaU 30
One can not, Scheler says, have one without the other: no
fellowship, no growth, without pain and death; no sweetness
of love without sacrifice-an insight which, learned with the
heart, may, more than the thought of pain's purposefulness
alone, reconcile us to its existence, In sacrifice life seeks a
higher state, greeting the new and taking leave of the old, In
it weeping and laughter, pain and joy, are wedded. This is fully
evident in the most perfect form: the free sacrifice of the loving
person, who experiences at once the bliss of love and the
anguish of relinquishment; there, loss and gain are one. Only
where our peripheral existence, our sensitive nature and nothing more, is affected, do pain and pleasure greatly diverge, but
the more they touch the center of the soul, the deeper do
suffering and joy penetrate one another. And this spiritual
experience,
which the freedom of the person comes to full
fruition, casts its light on the involuntary suffering in nature,
so that the pains of all the realms beneath the spirit are pervaded with its splendor.131
Scheler follows his discussion on the meaning of suffering by
examining man's various attempts to meet it. The first way is
the indifference of Buddha, for whom suffering is anchored in
being itself, its cause desire. When things seem to say to us:
We are; we are as we are, and without your leave; we exist,
whether you know us or not! it is, he teaches, a phantom, spawn
of our craving. Desire alone invests with discreteness, with
individuality, and it is desire that leads us on the road of restless wandering. The circle of our existence is shown by this
equation: to desire = to be = to imprint with individuality = to
••• Ibid., pp. 52, 55, 57.
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suffer. Hence the first Noble Truth of Buddhism is that existence, even apart from the pleasure and pain it awakens, existence itself, with its rise and fall, with all its mutations, is
suffering. "Redemption" is then not the fulfillment of man's
deepest yearning but the expulsion of all desire; not the positive
bliss of the spirit nor salvation of the person, but submersion
in the quiet which annihilates all thirst, all action, all individuality, aU suffering. Buddhism and the modern way of life are
not so far apart as they appear, Scheler remarks. True, they
differ in this: m?dern man burns to abolish suffering whereever it can be found, whatever its cause, by hygiene, engineering, organization, in brief, by action on the world, while Buddha
would annul the misery of existence by an intense interior action
that ends man's thirst. But however opposed their methods,
both Buddha and modern man, whether he live by Smith or
Marx, Freud or Wells, agree on one basic attitude: for them,
there is no difference between noble and ignoble suffering; all
and any suffering is bad and should be ended. 132 But a word
may have to be added to Scheler's thought. Buddhism prompts
kindliness and pity but ignores the dignity of suffering because
it is blind to the splendor of being.
Spinoza and Goethe also teach a technique of isolation, a
setting of suffering outside oneself. What in their opinion pains
us are the emotions, to them but confused and hazy thoughts;
we must therefore penetrate the world by reason, disentangling
our emotions, as a telescope resolves a star-cloud into a mosaic.
There is some truth in this second approach; often our distress
will be lessened if we look it full in the face. Reason may
help us discern a scale of evils, distinguish an annoying trifle
from a true grief, see our sorrow in proportion to that of others.
On the other hand, Scheler points out, not only is its theoretical
basis false, for emotions are not thoughts in a tangle, but this
way can not lead very far. To see one's sorrow as if it were
external may even work harm, for suffering may then accumulate at the bottom of the soul, and from there diffuse throughout
132
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and poison every hope. Scheler asks whether the groWing pessimism of Indian thought is not the outcome of such age-long
technique.183
There is a third way-the flight from suffering. Its Greek
prototype, Aristippus of Cyrene, says that he strives, not for
riches, friends or lovers, but for the pleasure they give; that
only a fool seeks things, a wise man seeks satisfaction. He would
not ask if his beloved love~ him in return, for when he eats fish,
he does not ponder on how Aristippus tastes to the fish but only
on how the fish tastes to Aristippus. Aristippus is the fool,
counters Scheler, for he takes away, never noticing, the soil,
from which springs the flower of happiness: free and loving
devotion to the realm of values. He transforms the world's
abundance, its content and meaning, with its gratuitous accompaniment of happiness, into a makeshift, a wretched stage on
which .to produce pleasures for his lonely body, unaware that
true joy is given only when, not the joy, but its bearer is
" intended." He fails to see that the happiness of love rests in
turning from one's self.and in the abandonment in one's beloved.
Happiness, says Scheler, does not come about if it is made our
conscious goal, and suffering comes the surer the more it is
avoided. In fact, the more we avoid it, the more sensitive we
become, the more we are affiicted when it strikes us, for happiness outspeeds its huntsman, while suffering is neare.r its fugitive
the faster he flees. 134
The classical attitude of ancient Greece is a fourth way, the
stance of the fighter against the suffering sent by the gods and
by fate, to which the gods themselves are subject. The antique
hero does not flee suffering; he makes a quest for it and woos it
amid adventure and peril, searches for it as for a knightly
enemy, worthy to measure his strength. In combat and perseverance, he overpowers his foe and asserts his value to himself
and to others; his motive is fame, to be known as a conqueror,
and the benefits his heroic deeds may bring to others he regards
as accidental. As he lives, he likes to die, with calm, composure
and firmness, with a declamatory gesture, features of which not
188
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even the death of Socrates is free. His fight, Scheler says, must
fail before the deeper sufferings which elude the grasp of the
will. But out of pride which will not confess his limits, the hero
maintains his brave display, pushes his grief to the hidden
recesses of his soul, and thus for his renown as a conqueror of
external evils, all too often pays the heavy price of a hardened
heart. But in any case, he remains altogether dependent on the
figure he cuts in the eyes of others, or at least, in his own.135
Wherever this conquering attitude fails, there appears a fifth
way, represented by Epictetus, the asceticism of the blunted
heart, which deadens not only the sensibilities but the capacity
for joy. The ideal of apathy aims at a shadow, for if ever
completely realized, it would founder at once; the man who
achieved it would lack that leadership and guidance which the
interplay of feelings provides for the souL Scheler cites a patient
at Charcot's clinic who had lost the feelings of time and duration, of hunger and satiety, knowing neither appetite nor loathing, neither fatigue nor sympathy for her own children. She
had to look at a clock to tell five minutes from two hours, to
know mealtime and bedtime, and not sympathy, but the judgment that her children were her own, moved her to maternal
care. She was like a specter dwelling among graves; her consciousness of existence had shrunk almost to a cogito, ergo sum,
and with a shudder she viewed her being as that of another.
This unfortunate woman, who needed all her powers of reason
for the simplest task, for the merest continuation of her. existence, gives an approximate notion of what the ideal Stoic would
be like, could there be one.136
Still another way known to the Stoics, the denial of suffering,
assumes various forms in the course of history. One is a metaphysical optimism, which claims that the image of evil rises
from our egocentric and narrow view; we stand too near the
world and like one who, too close to a painting, sees no meaning
but only daubs of color. A metaphysics in which evils are so
blended into harmony that they appear unreal, Scheler criti185
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cizes as wicked because it stifles the initiative to combat them.
His criticism, however, ignores that such metaphysical optimism but misreads the truth that evil ultimately serves the good.
Others hold that suffering does not exist, save in and through
the imagination, and that right and energetic thinking can, by
suppressing this fantasy, eliminate pain. Modem Christian
Science, as well as the later antiquity, wish by autosuggestion
simply to throw out of the world all evils, pains and woes. It is
perhaps fear of death and unrest of social conscience that begets
this delusion in Christian Science; in ancient Greece it was deep
despair. Its symbol, says Scheler, is Laocoon; in him antiquity,
encircled by the cold horror of the universe, made its last and
futile attempt to free itself from the coils of the serpents.137
But then Christianity entered the world. The Old Testament,
says Scheler, had spoken of suffering as divine retribution, as
due punishment for guilt, of a man or of his fathers or of a
whole generation heirs to sin. In the Psalms, however, and
most movingly in the book of Job, and anew in Ecclesiasticus,
the suffering just raise their voice against this dread indictment,
which adds to the woe of any suffering, however guiltless, the
woe over sin committed, sometime, somewhere. The thought
may seem harsh, continues Scheler, to a man of our day, that
the Lord chastens the very ones He loves, that He chastens
them, not to punish but to cleanse, to lift them out of this
world's fray to religious fidelity-to unhappy Job, it was the
warm and gentle voice of redemption.188 Yet it was not this
thought from the books of Wisdom, which did not unfold its
full power till Christian times, that gave Israel strength, says
Scheler; it was rather the glow of Israel's Messianic hope, walking before it like a sheaf of fire, which ripened its endurance, so
often tried, so often confirmed. Indeed, the Christian answer to
suffering begins in the Old Testament, in the love of its saints,
in the love with which Job stammered: "The Lord gave, and
the Lord hath taken away. As it hath pleased the Lord, so is it
done. Blessed be the N arne of the Lord." 139 The Christian
, .. Ibid., pp. 95-96.
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message is at once the pole, the complete overturn, of the
antique genius that would dry the sea of suffering by interpretations, medicines, techniques, narcotics, and the fulfillment of
Israel's wonder at the ways of God.140
The New Way wrought first a release of strain which must in
itself have been a redemption: now man could be truthful,
simply acknowledge, artlessly express his grief. The New Way
banished the antique haughtiness, which boasted of suffering as
the measure of a man, and it ousted the pride that concealed
suffering from the sufferer and others beneath a facade of
equanimity, beneath the rhetoric of the dying sage. The cry
of the wounded creature, so long withheld, could once again
sound freely through the world. On His Cross, Jesus speaks
openly the deepest suffering: " Why hast Thou forsaken
Me? " 141 No longer was there any evasion: pain was pain and
joy was joy; neither positive bliss, nor surcease of sorrow, was
the highest good. No longer was the heart dulled, but quickened to compassion and girded for fortitude; its new well of
strength was a higher order of things, unveiled to those who
love, know, and do the truth .. Purification became the new
meaning of endurance, God's merciful love sending suffering,
not necessarily as punishment but as a friend of the soul. Because it revealed this new source, Christianity could give
suffering its true place in the order of the world and of redemption, without either evading its gravity or denying its evil, and
still change it from a dreaded foe to a welcome counselor. The
great paradox of the Ol,d Testament, the suffering just, disappears before the infinitely greater paradox of the suffering
Just One. Here a Man, guiltless, suffers for others' guilt-a
Man who is at the same time God·, and who calls upon all to
follow Him on His Way of the Cross. Through the divinity of
the Sufferer, suffering has gained a wondrous dignity.142
140 " Yom Sinn des Leides," Schriften zur Soziologie und W eltanschauungslehre,
Vol. I, pp. 96-97.
141 Matt., xxvii, 46.
142 " Yom Sinn des Leides," Schriften zur Sociologie und W eltanschauungslehre,
Vol. I, pp. 97-98.
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The purification Christianity extols is, Scheler continues,
something higher than mere moral improvemenL It disperses
the mist that darkens the inner eye to the light and leads the
soul where it can be wedded with God. But it is not suffering
as such which brings us nearer Him-this is Greek or neoPlatonic rather than Christiano Suffering is not an end but a
means; the end is love, and suffering is its cup and its overflowing. The Christianqdoctrine of suffering demands more than
patient bearing; it demands, rather, it reveals, a blessed endurance. Only a blessed and blissful man, a man buried in God, can
endure suffering aright, can love and if need be seek ito What
makes the martyrs undergo their torments with gladness is not
merely a world to come, but the other world in them, not only
the expectation of a future bliss, but a present bliss in possessing
a gracious Godo Such tranquillity in the midst of tribulation,
such peace in the midst of woe, shows by contrast the shallowness of the hedonisL It is dissatisfaction at the center of his
soul, want of bliss, that drives him to seek a substitute in some
peripheral pleasure, and so blind is one who lives for his appetites that he does not see his own despairo Conversely, happiness at the soul's foundation makes light and even sweet the
burden of outer paino External affliction offers the soul an
opportunity to retreat to its inner castles, where it can welcome
a higher world; hence it comes to love suffering as merciful
blows of the mallet with which the divine Sculptor carves the
ideal self out of an existence lost in the maze of mattero143
The hedonist seeks pleasure and finds tears. The disciple of
Christ has found bliss and welcomes pain that he may come the
nearer to the true good. To the antique man, the outer world
was gay and bright, but its core was dark and sad; behind what
is called sunny antiquity yawned Moira, eyeless Fate; behind
its sparkling shell lay in wait the goddess Chance. To the
Christian, the outer world is a dark night full of suffering; its
heart, however, is rapture, untainted bliss, and this is the ring
of his gladness in suffering: Having renounced the way of
""Ibid,, pp,
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escape from suffering through his own reason and self-centered
will, the way of struggle, of the heroic stand, and the way of
Stoic spite, the Christian opens his soul through Christ to the
power of God and commends himself to His mercy-joy comes
to him, making him bear with gladness suffering as a symbol of
the Cross, and while he greets the God-sent guest, the sureness
of his joy mounts higher. Thus all power of endurance wells
from a deeper happiness, and all suffering seats happiness deeper
stilL It is love in Christ-not reason nor :resolve nor resentment-that leads the Christian to sacrifice, and the bliss of
love is ever greater than the suffering to which it leads. 144

X
Christ brought the world, says Scheler, not a new knowledge
of God, in the sense that .Buddha or Plato did, or even Moses
and the Prophets, in whom God spoke. He did not simply say
that there is a loving and gracious God; that He is loving and
gracious, this new knowledge of Him, is revealed by a loving
deed, His Epiphany in Christ. Without losing sight of the differences between the thought of Scheler and St. Thomas on
knowledge and love, one is nevertheless reminded of St. Thomas'
Verbum spirans A morem; the Son is the Word, not any sort of
word, but One who breathes forth Love. Although one of the
many gifts of His overflowing presence is the perfecting of the
intellect, He is sent, not to bring this or that perfection to the
intellect, but to illumine the spirit, so that it breaks forth into
love.145 Christ is Teacher and Law-Giver, the Model of man,
says Scheler, because and only because He is the divine Redeemer, the Incarnation of God and of God's loving wilL There
is no idea, law or reason higher than He against which He can
be measured and with which He has to conform in order to be
called holy. He does not possess the truth, He is the Truth; His
words and works are true and good because they are His.
Christianity is therefore not belief in an idea, such as that Christ
t«
145
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is the Son of God; that He is the Son of God is believed because
He said so. It is primarily belief in the Person of Christ, who is
the Way, the Truth and the Life, and in His lasting and living
presence in the world and in history .146
Confronted with the reproach that Christianity is bankrupt,
Scheler says-he is writing at the end of the first World Warfirst, that Christian ideals, norms and measures no longer govern
the soul of Western man, so that what betrays its failure ill the
anarchy of the times is the modern mind, hostile to Christianity.
There has been at all times a wide gap between the world as it
is and the Christian ideal, but not only does this not condemn
the Christian message, it proves its truth, for Christianity has
never lied; rather has it, from its beginning, pointed out the
discrepancy between the Gospel and man's fallen nature. But
it has at the same time demanded that men not grow weary
and that the ideal be not conformed to the "reality," but the
" reality " to the ideal. Christianity may appear old compared
with other institutions, but it is ·new and young to those who
have understood the lasting and unchanging character of religious values. Only one who has not grasped· in faith the
stature of Christ, the exalted Model of every heart, can indulge
in talk of bankruptcy.147
Christ lives, He lives forth in the Church. Influenced by
Newman's The Grammar of Assent, Scheler argues: it is in the
nature of things, that is, the infinite distance betwem finite and
infinite that man by himself can never arrive at the knowledge
of God's Fullness, can never conceive the personal and spiritual
God as He is unless He, in His freedom, reveals Himself. Hence
the aU-good God can not--or rather, will not-leave man without revelation. But when He manifests Himself through the
saint par excellence, the saint possesses absolute authority, and
the truth he teaches is absolute, invulnerable and open to all
106 " Liebe und Erkenntnis," Schriften zur Soziologie und W eltanschauungslehre,
Vol. I, pp. lSI-ISS; "Vorbilder und Fuehrer," Schriften aus dem Nachlass, Vol.
I, p. 177.
107 " Die christliche Liebesidee und die gegenwaertige Welt," Vom Ewigen im
Menschen, pp. 129-IS5.
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men, whatever their origin or blood, their education or temperament. This being so, he must also have made provision that
the goods of faith be preserved, administered, and offered to
all. He must have founded an institution, bearing his seal,
exercising and perpetuating his authority, an institution able to
formulate and dispense the knowledge he brought, so that it
may be saved through the ages unharmed by the ever-changing
currents of thought, by the intellectual arrogance of, for instance, the lettered and the learned, or by the special interests
of other groups. This authoritative ministry, that is, a universal church infallible in matters of salvation, is for Scheler
inextricably linked to the idea of an AU-Loving God, and he
adds: "Who does not believe absolutely does not believe in
Absolute Being. Who does not believe in the idea of an allembracing institution to save men and its lasting possession of
truth does not in all earnest believe in the AU-Goodness of
God." 148
The Church is the trustee of salvation, not a mere sum of
individual believers, says Scheler, and what leads men to obey
her are love and confidence, a confidence based on an insight of
her dignity. She possesses this dignity not because of the personal qualities of her ministers, but because she and her offices
are the creation of the Holy One of God. The absolute confidence in her- authority, so essentially different from relative
authorities, such as that of the state, is a continuation of the
spiritual attitude which the saint par excellence demands by his
very nature and existence: the readiness to believe simply because it is he who speaks, Truth-made-flesh. Only because he
remains the invisible head of his visible foundation and is mystically present in her, may the Church be given such devotion,
and only because of this may she demand, and none but she,
the highest, most noble and perfect sacrifice a man can offer:
the free sacrifice of his intellect.
All that stalks about today under the guise of " autonomy of
reason " or " freedom of conscience " cries out in revolt against
108
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this sacrifice as an " outrageous violation of man's integrity."
But what modern man calls (with an eagerness that gives him
away) "childish subservience" or "despicable slavishness,"
the Christian, Scheler writes, considers not at all a grudging
act wrested from him by want or fear, nor a necessary evil, but
quite the contrary, something kingly. This subordination of
his intellect is for him a free and joyful giving up of a good
he cherishes; it is a sacrifice higher than that of life or honor,
one that could not be offered did he not prize his reason as the
lumen naturale, the divine light that shines in every soul. He
is not led astray by immaturity and consequent submissiveness
of mind, nor by a herd-instinct; on the contrary, he is aware
that in reason he possesses a precious gift, and he has confidence
in its power. He does not abandon its objective principles, the
logos which informs and penetrates all things; what he surrenders with gladness is the subjective, individual, fallible
faculty of grasping this logos. Knowing himself capable of
error, and that man has fallen, he also knows himself inclined
to error and delusion, and this the more the higher in the
hierarchy of values the object of his knowledge. He realizes
that true knowledge of divine things can be won only within
the religious communion, where there is a continuous inter:flow
of love, for the road to God is not that of the single soul, proud
of its isolation, but that of the " together-ness " of all men, in
knowing, believing, loving, worshipping and adoring Him.149
Christianity is the true and absolute religion, says Scheler;
there can be no new religion, and the man anxious for one errs,
as does the heretic, not only because he asserts what is materially wrong, but necessarily, because his formal disposition
towards God contradicts the nature of the divine, and therefore
the possibility of religious knowledge. He is at fault not only
in the end, in his thesis, but in his beginnings, walking as he
does not by the bridge of brotherly love but on a solitary road,
and even where he appears momentarily to be right, he is and
must be wrong, because he has severed himself from the comu• Ibid., pp. 696-707.
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munity of salvation. It is hard for the modem mind to grasp,
much less to accept, Scheler concludes, that in all matters of
religion, the Church must be heard and obeyed, that her knowledge must be preferred to what the individual thinks he knows.
Her knowledge is supreme because love is supreme.150

XI
For years, this was Max Scheler's thought. In it, many essential truths were reconquered for our time; values were
restored to their objectivity and hierarchical order; man was
given his rightful place; contrition, suffering and love were seen
in splendor; virtue was welcomed back into philosophy-virtue,
which " makes a good deed like a bird moving its wings with
full freedom"; 151 in it, Christianity was paid the tribute that
is its due. Although Scheler's thought was frequently tainted
by his temperament, so that Pere Yves de Montcheuil, S. J.,
had to say: ., If he possesses ardor and penetration, he lacks
serenity. . . . Marvelously exciting, his work is never a sure
guide," 152 it did become a signpost to the Church.153 Many,
searching for truth, having separated the precious metal of his
philosophy from its dross, found that it was the light of the
· Church it reflected, and a number of Catholic thinkers, like
Dietrich von Hildebrand and Romano Gua:rdini, were in various
ways inspired by and remain indebted to his thought.
In 1922, however, Scheler completely reversed his philosophical position. Until then, he held the " Roman Church " divine,
the unerring guardian of Christ's message, a communion bound
by sacrifice and love, in which alone was possible a true knowledge of God and His mysteries; he wrote: « She was above
nations and her faith universally valid even when she was still
a mustard seed. And now that the mustard seed has become a
150 ... Die christliche Liebesidee und die gegenwaertige Welt," Vom Ewigen im
Menschen, p. 135.
151 "Zur Rehabilitierung der Tugend," Vom Umsturz der Werte, Vol. I, p. 14.
152 Yves de Montcheuil, S. J., Melanges Theologiques
(Paris: Au bier, 1946),
p. 225.
153 Pyzywara, op. cit., p. 10.
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mighty tree, who dare estimate its powers of life that await
the future of history." 154 He said in 1917: "Only a return to
Holy Church and the Christian idea of community, which she
alone fully knows and administers, can save Europe." 155 But
after 1922, she was no more to him than one" of the spirituai
powers still able to form and direct society ... the most effective
and wholesome in its educational influence." 156
Before 1922, there was no doubt in Scheler's mind that nature
bears the imprint of its Creator, that the heavens show forth
the glory of God; 157 that the person is His highest revelation in
the natural order/ 58 and that the spiritual nature of man, his
freedom and immortality, are so evident that only ressentiment
could try to blacken them. Before, he hailed as part of " the
leaven Christianity brought into the world" the teaching that
each and every soul is a subsistent, substantial reality; that it
is God's immediate creation and called to the supernatural and
mysterious goal of seeing Him; that each and every soul is
responsible to its Creator and is put into this world to praise,
love and obey Him/59 Before, he took the fall of man to be a
truth also of the metaphysical order; 160 with Newman, he said:
"The world is out of joint with the purposes of its Creator.
This is a fact, a fact as true as its existence; and thus the doctrine of what is theologically called original sin becomes to me
almost as certain as that the world exists, and as t._he existence
of God," 161 and he added: " The world needs redemption; the
world sighs after redemption." 162 Before, he exclaimed: " 0
marvelous mystery of condescension-God comes to the wife of
164 "Soziologische-Neuorientierung und die Aufgabe der deutschen Katholischen
nach dem Krieg," Sckriften zur Soziologie und W eltansckauungslekre, III/I, p. 78.
166 "Vom Wesen der. Philosophie und der moralischen Bedingung des philosophischen Erkennens," Vom Eu:oigen im Menscken, p. I88.
156 " Vorrede," Sckriften zur Soziologie und Weltansckauungslekre, III/I, p. vii.
157 " Probleme der Religion," V om Ewigen im M enscken, pp. 567 ff.
158 Ibid., p. 481!.
169 " Die christliche Liebesidee und die gegenwaertige Welt," ibid., pp. I67, 11!5.
160 " Probleme der Religion," ibid., p. 504.
161 John Henry Newman, Apologia pro Vita Sua, chap. 5.
1 . . " Probleme der Religion," V om Ewigen im M enscken," pp. 50!!-00S.
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a carpenter, descends into the dark prison of her womb! 0
marvelous birth of God in a stable! How greatly these mysteries
of Christian faith correspond with the expectation of our reason,
once God unlocks the deepest secret of His Nature! " 163 But
afterwards, he spoke of the creation of man by a Personal God,
of his original justice in Paradise, of his Fall and Redemption,
of the personal and spiritual nature, the freedom and immortality of the soul, of resurrection and judgment, as " the well
known myth ... entirely without significance to an autonomous
philosophy and science." 164
During the most productive decade of his life, Scheler professed, in terms not to be mistaken, his faith ·in God as the
Ens a Se, the One not made, not composed, utterly independent,
the One who has not become but is, whose very Nature is to be,
who revealed Himself to Moses as " I am who am." 165 He said,
for instance: " God is not potentiality, which must realize
itself in time, which makes itself explicit in history, but absolute actual being." 166 But afterwards, he denied the existence
of an All-Powerful Personal God, who is Spirit. His God was
an unfinished, a becoming God, one who rises from the Urgrund
and becomes aware of himself in man, as man in turn assists in
his begeting-to the measure that spirit and urge interpenetrate one another.167
What could have brought about so catastrophic a change?
What made Scheler assume a " becoming God," a concept he
had once called " entirely crude," " utter nonsense " and " a
contradiction in terms? " 168 What could have driven hiJ;U to
worship a pantheistic God, of which he had said, with such
felicity of expression, that .. he is amenable to reason, open to
'""Ibid., p. 690.
"Mensch und Geschichte," Die Neue Rundschau, XXXVII, ~ (July-December,
pp. 453-454.
165 Exod. 8:14.
166 " Probleme der Religion," V om Ewigen im M enschen, pp. 461-46~.
161 Die Stellung d88 Menschen in Kosmos (Munich:
Nymphenburger Verlagshandlung, 1947), p. 84; Bildung und Wissen (Frankfurt a. M.: Verlag G. SchulteBulmke, 1947), p. 37.
168 " Probleme der Religion," V om Ewigen im M encchen, pp. 43<!J, 508.
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advice, more than is befitting to a God; he falls in with the
changing currents of history " 169-and, we may add, to the
shifting tides of personal life?
The answer is not, as Nicolai Hartmann would have it, that
" the world is not without contradiction," and that Scheler but
mirrored it.170 True, the world is full of opposites hard to
reconcile, full of mysteries difficult to solve, and an honest
thinker will acknowledge them. But the world, for all its riddles,
does not tell today: God is, and tomorrow: God is not. The
answer to Scheler's spectacular contradiction lies rather in his
own restive soul, so unwilling to abide in contemplation, so
fearful of continuity. In his younger years he expressed this
trait when he said that he would like to awaken each morning
with fresh images in his mind, knowing nothing of the past.
And in his last years he wrote that " compared with the animal,
whose existence is philistinism embodied, man is the eternal
Faustus, the bestia cupidissima rerum novarum, never contenting himself with the reality encompassing him, forever avid
to break through the barriers of his here and now and who, forever striving to transcend the reality surrounding him and with
it his momentary self." 171
This, Scheler's new definition of man, is really a self-analysis.
In it his former definition is decapitated, for man no longer
tends towards God; in it only movement counts and not the
goal, dynamics are everything, avidity for new things is the·
mainspring of man's intellectual life, and in it is expressed not
the desire to be oneself, pure and perfect, but almost the desire
to be another. All this corresponds to an unfortunate bent in
Scheler's soul. Throughout his life, he was driven by a fearsome
force which would not let him hold to the good he had and made
him seek ever new experiences. He also found it hard to master
his vitality, to withstand its urging and to submit it to God's
dominion. In so many ways a genius, in others he remained a
child, and was often so rapt in his wishes that he was almost
Ibid., p. !!97.
Nicolai Hartmann, "Max Scheler," Kant.-Studien, XXXTII (19!!8), p. xv.
171 Die Stellung des Menschtm in Koamoa, p. 5!!.
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certain facts must conform with them; hence, when in 1921,
Scheler wished to remarry, he imagined he could have his marriage declared nulL When he saw that he was unable to obtain
an annulment, he not only ignored the dogma of the indissolubility of the conjugal bond and married civilly, but, to suit
himself, declared that in it the Church misinterpreted Christ's
teaching on divorce; he then maintained that this misinterpretation had infiltrated into her thought late in her history,
though giving no account of when and how it happened. This
was only the beginning of his self-justification. In order to
guard his delusion, he had to go further; its logic demanded that
he divest of their power first the Church and then God. His
new philosophy was a protest against them, against whom he
had sinned, before whom he could not stand. Unwilling to
endure the feeling of guilt, he tried to do away altogether
sin and :repentance, with the Sovereign God, with Christ and
the Church, of which, in 1920, he had said: "I want to live
and die within the Church,, which I love and in which I
believe." 172
As was to be expected, Scheler's pantheism arrayed itself to
his eyes as progress and not as retrogression. But at times he
must have seen through this self-deception, for he had concluded his book On the Eternal in Man with an emphatic" No"
to the so common search for a new religion. There can be no
new religion, only a renewal of the old, he said; truth has long
been found and aU that is asked of us is to seize it, ancient and
ever new. 173 It was not, as is sometimes asserted,
he passed
through and beyond the thought of his Catholic years; he broke
with it~although it is true that he had left loopholes in it,
through which he was later to slip out, such as certain of his
ideas on the person or his over-stress on vitality, or as his teaching that there is no obligation, in the strict sense, of faith or
love, only of preparing oneself for them.174 Here and elsewhere,
he wanted, as it were, the spirit of the New Testament without
Von Hildebrand, "Max Scheler als Persoenlichkeit," op. cit., p. 384.
Probleme der Religion," Vom Ewigen im Menschen, p. 7!il3.
170 Der Formalismus in der Ethik und die m,ateriale Wertethik, pp. 21!4 ff.
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that of the Old, the freedom of the children of God without
the discipline of the Law. He had an aversion to the Law, to
the Just God who punishes and rewards, which seems to have
been all along a defensive measure, enabling him to reverse
himself with a certain plausibility. However this may be, he
himself disclosed the secret of his volte-face when he said: "It
is always our willing and doing which underlie our mistaken
values; it is always, somehow, wrong practice which drags down
our consciousness of values and their ranks to its own level."
There has hardly been another philosopher who refuted himself
so effectively beforehand as did Scheler when he described the
workings of ressentiment.
.
In 1928, Scheler went to Frankfurt to assume the Chair of
Philosophy. For some time, his heart had been failing, under
the burden and sorrow, it seems, of the last few years, and on
May 19 of the same year, he died suddenly of a coronary stroke.
As strange as was his life, so was his end. Although he had not
retracted his later disbelief nor given any signs of a change of
heart, he was buried with the blessing of the Church, for the
priest who imparted it did not know of his lapse. " You know,"
he said to Dietrich von Hildebrand, in a humble hour years
before his death, " I seem to myself like a naughty child who
runs again and again to a precipice and whom God, in His
infinite mercy, brings back each time just before he falls into
the abyss. And still I run away from God's mercy time and
again. But I have a terrible premonition that one time God~s
patience will be exhausted, and He will not draw me back but
let me fall." Von Hildebrand, repeating these words, adds that
his latter years, as we see them now, seem to justify this premonition, but that we know God's mercy to be infinitely greater
than Scheler could imagine or we comprehend, and that we hope
it saved him from the eternal abyss.175 On another occasion he
writes: " Thus Scheler departed from us still entangled in the
darkness of his flight. His sudden death cut off the peaceless
171 Von Hildebrand, "Max Schelers Stellung zur katholischen Gedankenwelt,"
op. cit., p. 863.
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and shattered life of this abundantly endowed and noble mind
before, as far as we can see, he stopped in his impotent flight
from Him who knows our sitting down and our rising up. We
trust, however, that the Lord over life and death mercifully
halted him and led him into the light which, reflected in this
world, he saw so often with such clarity." 176 And the aged Dom
Anselm Manser, 0. S. B., who in 1916 received Scheler back
into the Church and who remembers him daily in his prayers,
recalls his gentleness with all and hopes that much will be forgiven him, because he loved much.117 Max Scheler's judgment,
as that of every man, is in the h~ds of God, and what it is we
do not know, but this we know: though in his last years he
denied his former thoughts, they remain what they were, for
truth is always greater than the man who holds it.
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